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INTRODUCING BRAZILIAN MUSIC AND ITS 
issues to American graduate students, as I did at 
the University of Texas at Austin during the 2007 
spring semester, was a challenge for several reasons. 
The first was a general one: Brazil is an immense 

country with immense musical variety. Worse, this variety is still quite 
poorly understood by Brazilians themselves. Studies of my country’s 
music can be generalized as largely dealing with Rio de Janeiro (which 
was Brazil’s capital from 1763 until 1960, a formative period for the 
nation and for the very idea of a national music) and with the northeast 
(where the country “began” in a way, and which retains, in the area 
of music as in others, an aura of original purity). The south, the huge 
Amazon region, and the central and western regions all possess musical 
traditions and unique music cultures of which university researchers 
still know very little or nothing.

The second reason relates to the peculiarities of the way in which the 
idea of “popular music” is thought of and lived in Brazil. At first glance, 
this attitude is not so different from the one adopted in the United 
States. In both cases, “popular music” is situated in a tripartite division 
in which it is distinguished, on the one hand, from “folk music,” and 
on the other, from “erudite” or “art music.” But behind this apparent 
similarity is hidden a significant difference in conceptualization. Allow 
me to discuss these differences by means of a few examples.

Choro is a type of instrumental music that came into existence in 
Rio de Janeiro in approximately 1870. According to its scholars, choro 
arose from some of the looser performances of musical scores, full 
of local swing, by Brazilian musicians who played polkas, waltzes, 
mazurkas, and other European dance genres. Gradually, choro became 
disassociated from dance and became a music of virtuosos, instrumen-
talists, and composers, all highly sophisticated and, to a certain extent, 
elite. Not by chance, many people compared it to jazz. But choro is 

considered by the majority of critics (whether academics or journalists) 
to be part of Brazilian popular music. Thus, I was more than surprised 
to discover that jazz, with which choro shares so much in common, is 
not generally considered to be “popular music” in the United States. 
Despite this, I didn’t find it difficult to understand the point: neither 
jazz nor choro is popular in the sense that Madonna or the Brazilian 
romantic singer Roberto Carlos is. The two genres—and in this Bra-
zilians and Americans certainly agree—are not part of “pop music.” 
But in Brazil, “pop” is not just an abbreviation for “popular”: to the 
contrary, the two designations are seen by many to be opposites to a 
certain extent. In the United States, the expression “popular music”—or 
“pop music,” for the sake of abbreviation—seems always to refer to 
music that sells hundreds of thousands of recordings, plays to huge 
audiences on the radio, and is associated in some way with what the 
philosopher Theodor Adorno called “cultural industry.” (Both jazz and 
choro are, to be sure, somehow also related to the cultural industry, but 
that relationship cannot be said to best characterize them.) In Brazil, 
“popular music” is also, in part, defined by these same features, but not 
by them alone, and certainly not in the same manner as they define 
it  in the United States.

Choro, like jazz, exists to a large extent in a cultural sphere inde-
pendent of large record companies and the entertainment industry. 
Its inclusion in our idea of “Brazilian popular music” is tied to the fact 
that this category is seen not only, and perhaps not even principally, 
as show business or entertainment, but also as a major expression of 
national identity. In the United States, to the contrary, it seems that 
the concept of “popular music” is not especially tied either to the idea 
of artistic elevation or to national identity. Therein lies the difficulty 
in translating one idea to the other.

Another worrisome aspect of the subject relates to a phrase that is not 
just musical. The term cultura popular in Brazil is used to mean almost 
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the opposite of “popular culture” in the United 
States. Studies of media idols, radio and tele-
vision programs, comic books, or advertising 
are more recent and fewer in number in my 
country than studies of folklore. Perhaps for 
this reason, academics and Brazilian cultural 
institutions tend to use the expression cultura 
popular as a synonym for folklore.

“But how can that be?!” asked my UT stu-
dents, bewildered when I spoke of these things. 
In Brazil, “popular music” is the opposite of 
“folk music,” but “popular culture” is synony-
mous with “folklore.”  The paradox can perhaps 
be explained in part by looking at the way in 
which the cultural influences of France and 
North America combined in Brazil. The con-
notations associated with the word povo are 
different in the two languages. In France, le 
peuple always has a political connotation, which 
cannot be said for the English the people, or peo-
ple. The French equivalent of “people” would 
be les gens. In Brazilian Portuguese, the French 
le peuple is translated as povo, and the English 
“people,” like the French les gens, is translated 
as pessoas (persons). The former is politically 
charged; the latter is merely descriptive. In 
the land of Rousseau, the word is always used 
along with the definite article (le peuple), as if 
to accentuate their indivisibility. Of course in 
English, “the people” can also carry a politi-
cal meaning, but the term is commonly used, 
without the article, to designate any more or 
less heterogeneous group of persons.

In Brazil, the word povo tends to be used 
more in the French sense. But the correspond-
ing adjective, popular, is ambiguous, appearing 
with two different meanings. There is a “quanti-
tative popular,” that which refers to the number 
of people reached, or records sold: this is the 

vein with the cosmopolitanism and consumerist 
orientation of the masses, typical of modern 
popular music, whose paradigm is, without 
doubt, North American. Add to this the fact 
that Brazilian folk music is not revivalist and 
not even very rural; its performers maintain 
in many cases a dynamic aesthetic dialogue 
with the recording industry. The result is that 
opposition between the ideas of “popular” and 
“folk” is, in my country, much smoother than 
it seems to be in other countries, including 
perhaps the United States. In Brazil, at least 
according to musicians, if “popular” is different 
from “folk” it is far from being its “opposite”; 
and they would conceive of “popular music” 
as different, to at least the same extent, from 
“pop music,” the latter perceived as having the 
least critical relationship with the market and 
cosmopolitanism. 

This difficult mediation between quantita-
tive notions of popular, politicized notions of 
popular, nationalism, and cosmopolitanism 
contributes a great deal to the contradictions 
and paradoxes, but also to the richness and 
the fecundity, of Brazilian popular music. My 
semester at UT was enormously helpful to 
my thinking on these contradictions and this 
richness from a comparative perspective. And 
despite—or perhaps, because of—the diffi-
culties in translation, of both language and 
culture, I hope to have helped my students 
understand and appreciate Brazilian popular 
music more fully.
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“statistical popular,” so to speak, or even the 
“popular by induction.” And there is a popu-
lar that refers to the povo as political entity: 
the “qualitative popular,” or even “popular 
by deduction.”

In Brazil, when we speak of “popular music,” 
these different conceptions of popular are in 
play. Since the end of the nineteenth century, 
the period of slavery’s abolition (1888), and 
the proclamation of the Republic (1889), 
until the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
when a former labor leader, representative 
of a Workers’ Party, takes office as president 
of the Republic, definitions of the “Brazilian 
people” (povo brasileiro) have been in debate. 
Intellectuals like Sílvio Romero, Mário de 
Andrade, Gilberto Freyre, Florestan Fernandes, 
Roberto Da Matta, and many others helped to 
make these definitions explicit. And, as Bryan 
McCann points out in his book Hello, Hello 
Brazil, even Brazilian musicians and lyricists 
have made their songs a laboratory of ideas 
about the povo and Brazilianness.

Thus, books as diverse as Cantos populares 
do Brasil (Sílvio Romero, 1883), Música popular 
brasileira (Oneyda Alvarenga, 1946), Pequena 
história da música popular (José Ramos Tin-
horão, 1974), and songs as diverse as “História 
do Brasil” (Lamartine Babo, 1931), “Aquarela 
do Brasil” (Ary Barroso, 1939), and “Que país 
é este?” (Renato Russo, 1987), give testimony 
to the conceptual changes regarding the Brazil-
ian povo and its musical expressions.

Through this process, the most expressive 
musical personalities—like Noel Rosa in the 
1930s and João Gilberto in the 1960s—and 
proponents of the most dramatic artistic 
trends—like the tropicalist explosion of the 
1960s—always associated the national-popular 
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