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‘Brazil: From Sacred to Profane’ was born from the desire of the Brazilian photographer Leonil Junior to capture 
human faith:

“Faith is a human expression that transcends the body. Through Faith, individuals connect with so many 

other universes, inside and outside of themselves; the faith which makes the devotee walk for days and nights, 

sometimes without food and water, in search of a miracle”.

For six years, from the north to the south of Brazil, the photographer documented some of the most diverse 
experiences of faith and rites woven into the fabric of Brazilian cultural expression. Set apart from the ordinary 
routines of everyday life, some of these rites encapsulate aspects of the enduring marriage between Christianity, 
Afro-religions and Spiritism, such as the Benzedeiras – the older women who perform healing prayer rituals that 
are recognised by the Catholic Church in Brazil, but not yet by the Roman Catholic Church. In some countries, 
such women were burned as witches and they are still seen in this way by some traditional religions. 

French sociologist Émile Durkheim claimed that all religious practices divide reality into the Sacred and Profane. 
Durkheim said the sacred is that which separates the ordinary from the extraordinary in human experience. Later, 
Romanian historian Mircea Eliade said that humans ‘acquire their reality, their identity, only to the extent of their 
participation in a transcendent reality’, and that the sacred element assigns value to the world.

But, far from being separate, the Sacred and Profane are intermingled. In manifestations of faith in Brazil, we find 
the sacred and profane in perfect harmony and fluidity. Religious syncretism is now a very common practice, but it 
all began in 1500, when the Brazilian territory became the stage for the meeting of three great cultural traditions: 
the Amerindian, native to the land; the European colonizers, and enslaved people mainly from West and Central 
Africa. Brazilian religious syncretism was born out of this encounter.

In Brazil the process of acculturation was highly diversified. The Europeans brought with them a defined Christian 
religion with rigid dogmas, only to collide with the land’s original habitants and their naked bodies, performing 
exquisite rites and possessing an in-depth knowledge of plants. Later, millions of enslaved Africans arrived in 
Brazil with their own cults and beliefs. Brazil was the country that received the highest number of enslaved people 
from Africa. 

Every year the greatest Christian street procession of its kind – the Círio de Nazaré - takes place in Brazil. The 
procession, which UNESCO has declared a Cultural Patrimony of Humanity, takes place in northern Belém do Pará 
and recounts the mysterious apparition of a statue of Our Lady of Nazareth of Exile in 1700, found on the bank of a 
swampy river by a land worker. Every year, hundreds of thousands of devotees take to the streets of Belém to touch 
the rope that carries the statue of the saint. The devotees believe the rope is a direct connection to Our Lady of 
Nazareth of Exile. Similarly, very alive in Brazil today is Candomblé, a true legacy of the Africans brought to Brazil 
by the slave trade; the Maracatus and its royal courts from the state of Pernambuco; the Sacred Jurema in 
the Northeast; the Party of the Holy Spirit in many Brazilian states, and the rituals of indigenous peoples.

Brazil: From Sacred to Profane captures some of the complexities of human expression through faith. But, what it 
really brings to the fore is the human desire to feel connected with something greater than itself. 

Giselle Barboza 

Creative Director               

BA Anthropology & Media
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About the 
photographer 
 
Leonil Junior is a graduate in Photography and is 
currently working on documentary photography, 
travelling around Brazil documenting cultural 
expressions related to faith. He has been on a 
peregrination of Brazil for over six years, trying to 
capture a profusion of expressions of what moves 
people to believe in something beyond themselves. 

One of his most important projects is Povos do Brasil, 
‘Peoples of Brazil’, where he travelled from North to 
South, documenting the sacred and the profane rituals. 
He has also documented the various indigenous ethnic 
groups of Brazil. Brazil has more than 200 indigenous 
ethnic groups in its territory - including the Krahô, 
Xavante, and Yawalapití. He has also extensively 
photographed Afro-religious rituals in Brazil, such as: 
the Royal Courts of Maracatus, rulers of the Carnival 
parades of Recife and Olinda, Batuque, Tambor de 
Mina, Benzedeiras, Círio de Nazaré, Festa do Divino, 
Umbanda, Sacred Jurema and many others.  
 
He has put on a number of exhibitions and displays of 
his work around Brazil, with highlights including: 
Brazil: A Multi-Ethnic Village at the Museu 
Republicano Paulista at the University of São Paulo; 
Rosário dos Pretos (The Rosary of the Blacks) at Sesc 
Sorocaba, and many more. Through his documentation 
of Brazil’s religions and sacred and profane rituals, the 
photographer has been taken in by local traditional 
communities in order to register their customs and help 
to safeguard their forms of prayer and celebration.
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Folguedos 
(Celebrations 
of Faith) 
 
 
From the North to the South of Brazil there are 
multitudes of religious expressions. Devotion to Our 
Holy Lady of The Rosary connects some of the rituals 
highlighted here. The representation of The Holy 
Mother has many names and forms. Its origins can 
be traced back to the Iberian Peninsula, were they 
were taken on by the Bantu people and dispersed and 
revitalised throughout Brazil during its colonisation. 

Metaphorically, each representation is like a bead on 
a great rosary, whose memory or inspiration has been 
in many cases dimmed by time, but not lost. Thus, they 
appear across the country throughout the year in both 
religious and profane parties, with enormous variation 
in style.  
 
After fulfilling their rituals of precepts, some are 
brought to the streets to join the carnival celebrations.  
This is the case with the Royal Courts of Maracatus, 
rulers of the Carnival parades of Recife and Olinda, in 
the state of Pernambuco, northeast of the country.  
 
Toninho Macedo  

PhD in Science of Communication
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The power of the Rosary, Sao Paulo, 2014.
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Spear Warrior, Pernambuco, 2015.
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Coronation of Saint Benedict, Sao Paulo, 2015.
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Rural Maracatu, Pernambuco, 2015.
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Mozambique of Saint Benedict, Sao Paulo, 2015.
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Círio de Nazaré  
(The Taper  
of Our Lady  
of Nazareth) 
 
 
Círio de Nazaré takes place every year in Belém, capital 
of the state of Pará in the North of Brazil, on the second 
Sunday of October since 1793. It is described as the 
world’s largest faith street procession with 2.1 million 
devotees taking to the streets under the Amazonian sun 
to follow the statue of Our Lady of Nazareth.  
 
The most anticipated and dramatic feature of 
the procession is a large 500 metre rope, which 
effectively leads the event by being tied to the sacred 
representation of Our Lady of Nazareth. Millions 
of devotees dispute access to the rope, inch by inch. 
The effervescence of the crowd portrays a look of 
compassion, faith, pain, and the hope to manifest the 
miracles they have come to ask of Our Holy Lady.  
 
Gui Veloso 

Photographer
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13   Pilgrims, Círio de Nazaré, Belém do Pará, 2015.
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Pilgrims, Círio de Nazaré, Belém do Pará, 2015.
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Pilgrims, Círio de Nazaré, Belém do Pará, 2015.
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Pilgrims, Círio de Nazaré, Belém do Pará, 2015.
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17   Pilgrims, Círio de Nazaré, Belém do Pará, 2015.
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Religions 
 
 
The Afro-Brazilian religious heritage has many names 
in accordance with the region of the country in which 
they have flourished. Examples include Batuque, 
Tambor de Mina, Umbanda, Jurema, etc.  Candomblé  
is one of the most popular in Brazil. It is dedicated to the 
African deities known as Orixás. Candomblé emerged 
in the 19th century through African worshiping rites, 
brought to Brazil by various ethnic groups during the 
slave trade.  
 
Currently, these rituals are part of the Brazilian people’s 
identity, though their practices are not restricted to 
afro-descendant individuals. The majority of these rites 
were started by former slaves as a means of resistance 
and resilience. Over the last centuries, they have 
contributed to the Brazilian culture in so many ways; 
linguistically, music, food, dance, cinema, and theatre,  
to name a few.  

Today, Candomblé has devotees worldwide across 
all social classes. Candomblé promotes solidarity and 
community values in order to bring about a better 
world. It is a source of connection with ancestral ways 
of interaction with Nature.  
 
Ológùnwá Ayinla Òpó  

BA Social Sciences 

Priest at Ilé Àṣẹ Ayinla Òpó 
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Religious woman, Samba Lenco de 
Maua (Afro sacred dance practice 

to Saint Benedict), Sao Paulo, 2015.
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Pilgrim at ‘Stigmatisation of Saint Francis’, Canindé, Ceara, 2017.
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Mother Elda of Oxóssi, Ylé Axé Oxóssi Guangoubira, 
Candomblé, Pernambuco, 2015.
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Sacred Jurema ritual, Pernambuco, 2016.
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Bonfire of Xangô, Ilé Àṣẹ Ayinla Òpó, Joanópolis,  
Sao Paulo, 2017.
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Indigenous 
 
 
Brazil has more than 200 indigenous ethnic groups 
in its territory. Each ethnicity carries its own culture 
and story untold in history books with rituals full 
of symbolism, which convey their way of being and 
thinking.  
 
Despite this ancestral wealth, the genocide of these 
peoples continues in Brazil. Nevertheless, they have 
never stopped weaving their memories through 
sacred rituals. 
 
The Yawalapiti peoples of the Upper Xingu River, one 
of the largest clearwater rivers in the Amazon basin, 
undergo several rituals. Among them, the Kuarup, who 
revere the dead, leading them to the supernatural world 
through long sequences of songs and dances.  
 
The youth of Xavante, from the state of Mato Grosso, 
go through the ritual of initiation Wapté Mnhõno. This 
involves the placement of wooden earrings that are like 
antennas that connect them with their ancestors. These 
are just some of the many sacred rites of these people.  
 
Magda Pucci 

Pesquisadora Brasileira
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Xavante man in preparation for the ritual  
Wapté Mnhõno, Multi-Ethnic Village, Goiás, 2015.
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Xavante man, Multi-Ethnic Village, Goiás, 2015.
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Krahô children, Multi-Ethnic Village, Goiás, 2015.
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Yawalapití revering the dead, Multi-Ethnic Village, 
Goiás, 2015.
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Krahô women, Multi-Ethnic Village, Goiás, 2015.
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Eyes of the Street  
social project in aid  
 

Eyes of the Street sets out to explore each young participant’s ‘eye’ by using photography’s potential 
to transmit thoughts and feelings, as well as to tell stories about their lives and communities. 

Photography becomes a tool for expression and social protagonism as it offers young participants 
in the social project opportunities to build and create a collective identity, not just because they take 
part in photography workshops but because in so doing they embark on a creative journey that lets 
them reframe their concerns and interests in the context of a new freedom of expression - giving 
voice to their feelings and thoughts in a non-verbal language.

Over six weeks in 2016, 16 young people aged between eight and sixteen - all actors of change 
and residents of the communities of Arruda and Santo Amaro on the outskirts of Recife in Brazil’s 
Northeast - produced more than 3,000 images. These two communities are the most violent of the 
entire city of Recife, because of the illegal commerce of drugs. 

All the young people had photo albums at home and some had already taken a few snaps on their 
parents’ cellphones, but clearly none had ever used photography as a tool for self-expression, or a 
personal project. Minutes after the start of the first workshop, everybody knew what to do with the 
cameras, which went from hand to hand, were turned off and then on. Then, frame, shoot. This was 
to be a journey of communicating with their eyes, via the camera lens, what their hearts wanted to say.

Social development is a continuous process, comprised of relationships that require time and 
commitment. This definition is as true as it is true that there are isolated moments, brief experiences, 
and unique events that change our lives. During those six weeks, 15 meetings were held and a 
travelling photographic exhibition paraded through the neighbourhood of Arruda, indicating that 
certain moments do not signal the end of a cycle, but the beginning of a new stage of sharing and 
involvement.

The photographic image forms part of a sensorial process of experiences as it functions to 
catalyse dialogue and reflection on the concerns of each young participant. At the same time, the 
methodology generates a broader understanding of perspectives and contexts, which is vital to gain a 
better insight into local issues and opportunities. 

For every young participant and educator, Eyes of the Street marks a new beginning as the voices, 
visions and aspirations of communities occupy shared glances and spaces, and this is integral to the 
identity of the project. The learning and sharing continues. 
 
Daniel Meirinho & Giselle Barboza | founders  
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