Katefina Brezinova: Prophets of the Backlands: Representation of Messianic Figures in Brazil‘s
Cordel Literature

This presentation explores the iconography of messianic figures Antdnio Conselheiro and Father
Cicero Romado Batista as represented in Brazil’s cordel literature, highlighting how their images have
been preserved, mythologized, and mobilized in cultural and political discourse reflected in Brazil’s
cordel literature. During the final decades of the Brazilian Empire and into the early years of the
Republic in the early 20th century, the Northeast region of Brazil became a fertile ground for
powerful popular religious movements that reflected both spiritual plight and socio-political unrest.
One of the most notable of these movements was led by the mystic Antonio Conselheiro, a
compelling messianic figure of the late 19th century. His teachings gave rise to the “holy city” of
Canudos in Bahia, which flourished as a refuge for approximately eight thousand sertanejos—rural,
often marginalized people drawn to his vision of a divinely ordered, monarchist society. Rejecting the
authority of the secular republican state, Conselheiro’s community became a powerful symbol of
resistance until its brutal destruction by federal troops in 1897. In parallel, a similar movement took
root in late 19th century in the village of Juazeiro do Norte, in the state of Ceara. There, Father Cicero
Roma3o Batista, a suspended Roman Catholic priest, founded a religious settlement that endured for
nearly five decades despite persistent opposition from both Church and State. By the time of his
death in 1934 at the age of ninety, Juazeiro do Norte had become the second-largest municipio in
Ceard and remains today not only the most populous city in the sertdo but also one of Brazil’s most
important pilgrimage sites. The legacy of these messianic figures—Antonio Conselheiro and Father
Cicero—has been preserved and reimagined in the tradition of cordel literature, disseminated
through chapbooks and broadside ballads across the Northeast. Within this medium, both leaders
are mythologized as prophetic visionaries and champions of the poor. The iconography found in
cordel serves not only to memorialize their actions but also as a platform for ongoing critique of
entrenched inequality and social injustice in Brazil’s rural interior. The influence of these figures
extends into contemporary political movements, most notably the landless workers' movement
organized in the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST). In this way, the messianic
tradition of the Northeast continues to inform both cultural imagination and political activism in
modern Brazil.



