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Abstract 

The main aim of this paper is to analyze the costumes and scenic approach of three 

different historical movements in Brazilian Theater and how they reflected socially their 

main artists, thus this paper is also on gender and sexuality. The Burlesque company 

directed by Walter Pinto in the 1940s and 1950s, showing highly efficient scenic 

apparatus but at the same time reinforcing the female role as submissive, oppressed by 

men and sexually abused; secondly, the work of the group Dzi Croquettes, which was 

highly successful by being very creative, imaginative and unique. They even toured 

Europe but ended up with the greatest majority of its members killed in obscure 

situations, related to the gay condition of most of them (which was obviously presented 

on stage). Thirdly, the open-air show of the Drag Queens and their daring view of the 

world and civil rights. Visual extravaganza, social implication and personal artistic 

searches: that is what this paper will be about, including their relation with Carnival.  
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1. Introduction: Tropical paradise? 

Brazil is not a liberal country, is not a party country, and is not a country of 

extravagance. Let no one be fooled by the supposed liberality that prevails in the 

country during the year or explodes in specific periods, such as Carnival, the great 

“feast of flesh.” 

 

Where does this liberal aura of Brazilians come from? No one knows for sure. The 

Letter of the Discovery itself, written by a Portuguese who arrived in Brazil in 1500 and 

often celebrated as the official birth certificate of that country, already shows the 

interest of the Portuguese in native Brazilians.  

 They were brown, all naked, with nothing to cover their private parts. (...) And one of those 

young women had the whole body painted, from bottom to top with that tincture; and sure she 
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was so good shaped and so rounded, and her private parts so graceful that most women in our 

land, if had seen those features would feel abashed for having their own like she has hers. 
1
 

 

 

The Portuguese found in Brazil indigenous nations in different stages. Some were easy-

going - so easy that were wiped out by diseases from Europe that had never been 

imagined in the tropics. Others went even to cannibalism. 

 

It would be necessary to investigate the habits of each of them anthropologically. From 

the point of view of clothing, the nude was an element present all the time, facilitated by 

heat and by the pleasure the natives derived from bathing three or four times a day. 

There was no sex or pornography in it: it was interaction with nature.   

 

Interestingly, the Portuguese who arrived in Brazil brought an actor with them, “an 

amusing, pleasure-loving fellow”, who sang and danced with the Indians, as reported in 

the same letter: 

 Then, Diogo Dias, who was an exciseman in Sacavém before, an amusing, pleasure-loving 

fellow, crossed over the river; and took with him one of our pipe players with his pipe. He 

started dancing with hem, taking them by the hand; and they rejoiced, laughed, and followed him 

around very well to the sound of the pipe. After dancing, he showed them many light turns on 

the ground and a somersault, which amazed them and they laughed and enjoyed very much.
2
 

 

They traded some clothing: the Portuguese gave caps and blankets. The Indians gave 

necklaces, parrot feather cloaks, and war bonnets.  

 

The Portuguese also brought Catholic priests, who immediately made masses and 

Gospel readings to the supposedly “lost”.  

 

Because this article deals with scenic clothing, it is no wonder that, in the following 

centuries, there would be a strange admixture of church and theater in the catechism of 

the so-called savages. Father José de Anchieta (1534-1597), for instance, wrote 

religious plays. The costumes of the saints and blessed were Portuguese; devils and evil 

entities would wear indigenous clothes.   
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In the 19

th
 century and even before, we see a new waive of “amoralities” - relationships 

between powerful white planters and black female slaves. Gilberto Freyre analyzes 

those relationships very precisely, recording the fascination of the former with Moorish 

women, “a charming type of brown-skinned, black-eyed woman, enveloped in sexual 

mysticism, roseate in hue, and always engaged in combing out her hair or bathing in 

rivers or in the waters of haunted fountains.” (apud PRIORE:2011,26)     

This myth of the affectionate, caring, good loving black, mixed, Brazilian woman with a 

voracious sexual appetite traveled the world in the 19
th

 century through images and 

photographs. It was the beginning of sexual tourism
3
. 

 

If there was a slow decline of theatrical activity in colonial Brazil, which would be 

resumed with force only in the 19
th

 century, the same cannot be said of the Catholic 

Church, which has only strengthened over the years.  

 

The Catholic Church, which still remains quite rhetorical attitudes towards the behavior 

of its faithful, preached in the 19
th

 century that women should not feel pleasure, as sex 

should be for reproduction only.  Socially, it was believed that a woman really should 

not feel pleasure, but rather give pleasure to the man, since he has an outward 

manifestation (ejaculation) when he reaches the apex and she does not.  

 

Despite the changes of the newly established Republic, in 1890, the Brazilian Civil 

Code of the same date clearly emphasizes the difference between men and women. It 

“provides for one to three years of imprisonment for a woman who committed adultery, 

while her husband would be punishable only if he had a kept concubine, i.e., only if he 

made adultery a permanent state simultaneously with marriage” (CARMO:2011,249). 

 

The 1916 Civil Code enshrines the inferiority of a married woman to her husband. “The 

husband, the head of the conjugal partnership, should be the legal representative of the 

family, administer the joint estate and the wife’s separate estate based on the 

matrimonial regime adopted, and had the right to establish and change the place of 

residence of the family.” (ibidem, 375)   

 

Today women seek to end violence against them; refuse to be “possessions” of their 

husbands after getting married; demand the end of inequality of rights and obligations 
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between men and women; want to earn the same wages as men, as they perform the 

same duties with the same results; want men to participate more in family life by doing 

household chores and even taking care of children, a task once reserved for women. 

Women want political representation.  

 

Contemporary authors, such as PRIORE, GOLDENBERG, PENTEADO & GATTI and 

CARMO, address in different works the various forms of sexual relationship in Colonial 

Brazil (1500-1808), Imperial Brazil (1808-1889), and the Republic (1889 onwards). 

There is nothing unknown to the contemporary world or disconnected from the 

mechanisms of human sexual practice: heterosexuality, homosexuality, alternative 

practices, everything that the European world had known for millennia.  

     

2. The Revue and the representation of women.  

It was around 1860 that the French-inspired Revue arose, which reviewed events of the 

year. Its greatest exponent was Artur Azevedo (1855-1908). In the 1920s and 1930s, it 

incorporated nudity as one of its elements. The third and final phase was marked by 

investment in big shows. It was in this phase that Walter Pinto’s Company stood out.  

 

The Company was originally started by Manoel Pinto in 1920 and was taken over by 

Walter Pinto in 1940, with the revue É disso que eu gosto (That’s what I like). 

Investment in the show was huge: sceneries, European technicians, lighting, 

choreography, directors etc. It was luxury to replace content. They left the Revue for the 

music hall.  

 

Naturally, there were the chorus girls, in costume extravaganza and often sculptural 

nudity. In the publicity photos, the photographer “uses the master plan that highlights 

the large group of chorus girls and stars, willing to compose a great picture, showing 

both the beauty of women and the caprice and the richness of the costumes” 

(CHIARADIA:2012, 207) 
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Figure 1- Walter Pinto Company in the revue É fogo na jaca, in 1953. (Source: CHIARADIA). 

 

Walter Pinto said, when asked about the “fact of undressing women, that his nude artists 

were better dressed than the others, for their feathers and jewels, which were used to 

compose a beauty that was not sexy, a pictorial beauty.” And he adds: “I have never 

done an erotic nude. My nude was seen by families. Besides, the ones most interested in 

the female nudes of my revues were the ladies.”(ibidem, 230)    

 

That is not exactly what an analysis of photos of his audiences shows, as evidenced by 

CHIARADIA. Most of the audience are men. But the analysis also points out that 

nudity was not the only element of the show. 

 

In this text, however, what is discussed is not exactly nudity per se, but rather the 

exploration of the role of women. Women may be glamorized on stage, but their reality 

in social life is quite different.  

 

There are two harsh facts about those artists: their professional registration was the 

same as street prostitutes. Secondly, over the years and with the permanent loss of 

physical attributes, women were inevitably forced to choose another type of profession 

to ensure their survival.  
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The revue genre definitely left big names in national theater. But it also left a long trail 

of prejudice and manipulation against women.  

 

3. Dzi Croquettes  

Dzi Croquettes was a Brazilian theater group founded in 1972 and lasting until 1976. 

According to Enciclopédia Eletrônica Itaú Cultural,
4
 the group was aligned with the 

counterculture, at collective creation and experimental theater, which makes 

homosexuality into a movement to fight for rights. 

 

Going against the grain of drag shows, which adopted the feminine posture, attitudes, 

and gestures, the group takes a caricatured stance on stage and uses costumes, heavy 

makeup, and masculine manners - but in women’s clothes.  

 

Figure 2 - Dzi Croquettes on stage. unknown date (Source: Author’s collection) 

 

The leader is Lennie Dale, an American dance who fled from New York to Brazil. The 

first show of the group, Gente Computada Igual a Você, stemming from a nightclub 

show, was very successful.  

Performances are sung, dubbed, and danced, interspersed with monologues dealing with the 

life experiences of the members. Such texts are conspicuous by their irony, double meaning, 

and farcical tone. The staging recycles practices of the old musical revue, the cabaret show, and 

the American tradition of entertainment. The choreography of Tinindo Trincando, with music 

by Novos Baianos, and Assim Falou Zaratustra, in dance and techno-pop versions, are 

highlights of the show. (...) A hard work of acting and dance is undertaken by dancer Lennie 

Dale to transform the group into an artistic troupe, praised by critics.
5
 

According to Lobert, Dzi’s costume was a combination of unfitted, oversized or 

undersized garments with open zippers and undone hems. There were a lot of women’s 

http://www.itaucultural.org.br/aplicExternas/enciclopedia_teatro/index.cfm?fuseaction=conceitos_biografia&cd_verbete=622
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clothes, tiny dresses mixed with men’s clothes. This whole set was covered with 

sequins, glitter, and adorned with flowers or satin ribbons; they also wore feathers, fans, 

and clothes that resembled those of variety shows (LOBERT:2010,169) 

 

What is striking are the masculine and hairy bodies of the actors/dancers, in complete 

opposition to the female outfits. If they took off the women’s clothes, they kept minimal 

garments - tiny thongs - and very heavy makeup. 

 

Lobert also states that they did not shave; had a beard; did not wear fake breasts and did 

not try to look like women. With the military persecution and censorship in Brazil, they 

began performing in European countries. In France, between 1973 and 1974, they had 

long runs at Le Palace. 

 

 

Figures 3, 4, and 5- Three different moments of Dzi Croquettes in the 1970s. (Source: Author’s collection) 

 

Despite the memorable phrases such as “We are not men or women. We are people,” or 

even the text of one of the shows, where they sang: “It’s not my fault that I’m so fancy,” 

the group disbanded in 1976. But the “performance niche” opened by Dzi Croquettes 

would influence a generation of artists, such as Secos e Molhados, Frenéticas, and 

singers like Caetano Veloso and Ney Matogrosso. 

    

4. Between drag queens and night divas  
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The freedom of expression and gender increasingly allows people to gather at artistic 

events indoors - night clubs or discos - or at special outdoor parades, such as the Gay 

Pride Parade in São Paulo, which in its 2012 edition attracted more than two million 

people with the theme: “There is a cure for homophobia: education and 

criminalization!" 

 

Figures released by the Military Police and the Metropolitan Civil Guard record that the 

Gay Pride Parade in São Paulo is the most peaceful and tranquil large public event in 

the state. Eight incidents of robbery and theft were recorded. That is such an 

achievement for São Paulo! One should take into account that there were undercover 

police officers trained to act against homophobes.  

 

Fi

gures 6 and 7- A drag queen and go-go boys on a float at the Gay Pride Parade and an overview of the Paulista 

Avenue. 

 

Drag queens, for their playful spirit, have been very much in evidence for some time. 

On TV game shows and even on shows like Big Brother, their presence has been 

constant. 

 

Drag queens and go-go boys seem to suffer much less physical abuse - verbal abuse is 

constant, though often disguised - than other night artists like transvestites. The latter 

ones are generally more physically abused.  

In night performances, or even at major parades, there is a widespread call for the lives 

of those who are violently beaten daily across the country only because of having a 

different sexual orientation.  It is the struggle against homophobia. 

 

CONCLUSION 



9 
 
The main objective of this paper was to investigate a curious relationship that seems to 

exist between the theatrical stage and everyday life. Performers use and abuse glamour, 

extravagance, and beauty on stage and are socially rejected. Feathers, feather boas, 

gloss, and lush costumes are worth absolutely nothing as it often comes down to saving 

one’s own skin. If that glamour does not affect even more.  

 

This was the case, for example, for star Luz Del Fuego (1917-1967), an actress who 

often performed with snakes and was brutally murdered by a man, allegedly in revenge 

for making a formal complaint against him.  

 

Figure 8- Star Luz Del Fuego (Photo from FUNARTE collection) 

If today the statistics of violence against women are impressive, one can imagine in the 

1940s and 1950s (at the time of Walter Pinto’s work). Few formal complaints were 

made correctly or were not even accepted during the strict control of the military 

dictatorship (1964-1985), which includes the period of Dzi Croquettes’ work.    

 

The magazine Fórum showed the 2012 Map of Violence, published by the Instituto 

Sangari, which reveals that approximately 91,000 women were murdered in the country 

between 1980 and 2010. Over 90% of crimes occurred on the basis of gender, the so-

called feminicides. Professor and sociologist Maria Dolores de Brito Mota explained 

that this is due to “a sexist, patriarchal culture and our own penal code reflects this 

culture. (...) It was common for men to feel offended when women were involved in 

other relationships. (...) And when there was a refusal, when the wife’s desire was 
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expressed, and she no longer wanted to maintain the relationship at that level, the 

husband had the right not to accept it, and that was taken to its ultimate consequences.”
6
  

 

In the case of Dzi Croquettes, the group consisted of thirteen gay and bisexual men. Of 

these, according to Lobert, eight are dead: one natural death, four due to the AIDS virus, 

and three as a result of murders motivated by homophobia. 

 

Grupo Gay da Bahia (GGB) released its Annual Report on Murders of Homosexuals 

2011
7
. 266 murders of gays, lesbians, and transvestites were documented in Brazil. 

Gays lead: 162 (60%), followed by 98 transvestites (37%), and 7 lesbians (3%). 

 

 Brazil, according to GGB, confirms its first place in the world ranking of homophobic 

murders, concentrating 44% of all executions worldwide. The risk of a homosexual 

being murdered in Brazil is 800% higher than in the United States.  

 

In 2011, every 33 hours a Brazilian homosexual was brutally murdered because of 

homophobia. The age group with a higher risk of murder, 55%, is between 20-40 years. 

Homosexuals murdered worked in 48 different occupations: predominantly transvestite 

sex workers (72 victims, 45%), followed by eleven students, eight hairdressers, seven 

public servants, five police officers, three priests, and two pais de santo. 

 

Seventy of the murders were committed with a firearm, sixty-seven with a weapon 

(knife, sickle, ax, scissors), fifty-six beatings (with stick, stone, sledgehammer), eight 

hangings. There are also drowning, running over, carbonization, beheading, impalement 

and sexual violence and asphyxiation, and torture.  

 

Professor Luiz Mott, responsible for the Report, says that 99% of all homicides have 

been motivated by individual homophobia, when the killer has not resolved his own 

sexuality; or by cultural homophobia, which expels the transvestites to the margins of 

society where violence is more endemic; or by institutional homophobia, when the 

Government does not guarantee the security of areas frequented by the gay community. 

 

Overall, the data leads us to believe that what is glamorized on stage, actually runs a 

serious risk of social survival.   
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1
 in A carta de Pero Vaz de Caminha, available for download at 

http://www.biblio.com.br/defaultz.asp?link=http://www.biblio.com.br/conteudo/perovazcaminha/carta.ht

m, visited on July 31, 2012. 
2
 idem 

3 Currently, as reported by O Correio Braziliense: “Brazil is one of the world’s preferred destinations 

for sexual tourism. It emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, when the Asian market began to become saturated. 

(...) Research revealed the profile of the sexual tourist coming to Brazil. He is middle class, between 20 

and 40 years old, travels alone or with other men. Italians, Portuguese, Dutch, and Americans lead the 

rank of sexual tourists. Englishmen, Germans, and Latin Americans appear in smaller numbers.” 

Available at http://renas.org.br/2012/01/23/o-turismo-sexual-no-brasil, visited on July 31, 2012. 
4
 The encyclopedia website is www.itaucultural.org.br, visited on July 31, 2012. 

5
 idem. 

6
 in http://revistaforum.com.br/blog/2012/07/feminicidio-precisa-ser-visto-como-crime-hediondo, visited 

on July 31, 2012. 
7
 Available at http://www.ggb.org.br/welcome.html, visited on July 31, 2012.  
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