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INTRODUCTION 
 
Madame Satã is inspired by the legends and myths built around the real life 
character João Francisco dos Santos (1900-1976), also known as Madame 
Satã. The film is set in the 1930s, in the bohemian neighborhood of Lapa in 
Rio de Janeiro, as João Francisco is about to achieve his dream: becoming a 
stage star.  
 
A tall black man – a Brazilian version of Genet – a proud rascal, female 
impersonator, gangster, convicted prisoner and adoptive father, João 
Francisco spent most of his life in the streets of Rio de Janeiro.  
 
Aïnouz’s first feature is as feverish as its protagonist. Throughout the film we 
get to know the cast of characters who surround João Francisco in the sordid 
yet lively world of Lapa, a cast of pimps, prostitutes, samba composers and 
bohemians.  
 
The film takes us on an intimate journey into the day-to-day life of João 
Francisco and his close friends, focusing on the crucial period immediately 
before the Madame Satã myth was created. João Francisco took the name 
from the title of a 1930 Cecil B. De Mille film for which he felt a strong 
passion. 

 
Throughout his 76 years – 27 of which were spent in prison – João Francisco 
dos Santos always challenged the stigmas of being illiterate, black, poor, and 
homosexual. With a remarkable ability to enter the skin of different 
characters, he defined himself as “son of Iansã and Ogum (deities of African 
origin, originally worshiped by slaves), and devout follower of Josephine 
Baker." He created a number of personae for himself, such as Divina La 
Negra; Jamacy, the Queen of the Forest; the Shark, the Wild Pussycat.   

 
Through the character of João Francisco, a son of ex-slaves, this film 
examines the blossoming of a pulsating urban Afro-Brazilian culture that 
emerged in Rio de Janeiro in the post-abolition years, a culture forged after 
1888 as an expression of resistance to a society that had no use for Black 
people after the abolition of slavery. Madame Satã is not only the story of a 
fascinating real life character, but also an attempt to bring to light a crucial 
moment of the Afro-Brazilian Diaspora. 

 
Madame Satã is Karim Aïnouz’s first feature. He also wrote the script. The 
film marks the début of actor Lázaro Ramos in a main role. Marcélia Cartaxo 
as Laurita and first-timer Flávio Bauraqui as Taboo are João Francisco’s 
“family.” Fellipe Marques, Emiliano Queiroz, Renata Sorrah, Floriano Peixoto, 
Ricardo Blat and Guilherme Piva complete the cast.   

 
A VideoFilmes production, co-produced by Wild Bunch, Lumière and 
Dominant 7. Madame Satã was selected for the Un Certain Regard 
showcase of the Cannes Film Festival 2002. The film has received excellent 
reviews, and has already been sold to several countries.  
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SYNOPSIS 
 
Lapa, the bohemian district of Rio, 1932.   
 
On the stage of cabaret Lux, Vitória dos Anjos (Renata Sorrah) sings one of 
Josephine Baker’s greatest hits, "Nuits d'Alger." Backstage, her dresser João 
Francisco (Lázaro Ramos) lip-syncs each word of the song in fascination. He 
worships Vitória, covets her extravagant clothes and golden costume jewelry, 
and admires her European poise. Starring in a show is João Francisco’s big 
dream. His desires, however, do not make an impression on the decadent 
diva. To make things worse, he is exploited and humiliated by Gregório 
(Floriano Peixoto), his boss and Vitória’s lover.  

 
João Francisco’s submissive attitude becomes proud and provocative when 
he leaves the cabaret and strolls through the poorly lit streets of Rio de 
Janeiro’s bas fond, peopled with shady characters.  
  
From a run-down boarding house in the heart of Lapa, he shares his world 
with prostitute and “wife” Laurita (Marcélia Cartaxo), her daughter Firmina 
(Giovanna Barbosa), and Taboo (Flávio Bauraqui), an accomplice in petty 
crimes and “slave”. The patriarch of this chosen “family,” João Francisco is 
well acquainted with the local underworld; he is on good terms with Amador 
(Emiliano Queiroz), owner of the Blue Danube bar, where prostitution, drugs 
and police corruption run wild. His strong temper and skills in capoeira-style 
fighting make him a feared and fascinating character. He is an excellent 
fighter and always reacts to provocation, whether from bar customers or the 
police.  One night, João Francisco meets Renatino (Fellipe Marques), with 
whom he falls in love.  

   
Accused by Gregório for a theft he did not commit, João Francisco defies the 
police, and is convicted to six months in prison for flouting authority. Once he 
is set free, he convinces Amador to put on a show at the Blue Danube. 
Costumed and brilliantly made-up by Laurita and Taboo, João Francisco goes 
on stage at last, and is received by the audience with acclaim. After so many 
years, it seems as if luck has finally smiled on him. After a second and even 
more flamboyant show, however, an unwarranted reaction to a customer’s 
provocation destroys his dream of being an artist. 

 
Lapa, Carnival of 1942.  
 
After a 10-year term in prison, João Francisco returns to his district. Inventing 
and impersonating a number of characters, – Divina La Negra, Jamacy the 
Queen of the Forest, Saint Rita of the Coconut Tree, Shark, and Wild 
Pussycat – he wins a carnival costume contest. Successful and reborn to life, 
he invents a new character: Madame Satã.     
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DIRECTOR’S NOTES 
 

“There lived, in fabulous China, a shark-like creature, tough and cruel.  All that it bit would 
turn into charcoal. To appease the beast, the Chinese would, every single day, make an 
offering of seven wild pussycats that he would gnaw before sunset. To put an end to this 
round of cruelty, there came Jamacy, a deity of Tijuca forest. She ran through the woods and 
flew over the hills. And Jamacy became a golden puma, smooth and sultry. And fought with 
the shark for one thousand and one nights.  In the end, the glorious Jamacy and the vicious 
shark were so hurt that you could not distinguish one from the other. Thus they became one: 
Divna La Negra.” 

 
Deve ser a transcrição do diálogo e aqui vejo algumas mudanças. 

Mulata do Balacochê.” 
 

Madame Satã Dialogue excerpt 
 
Madame Satã remains an unexplored myth of Brazilian culture, a marvelous 
hybrid of Josephine Baker, Jean Genet and some Robin Hood of the tropics. 
With the film, I have tried to portray an explosive and complex character; a 
human being at once passionate, feverish, and driven by a domineering 
passion for life.  
 
Through a swift and emotionally dense plot, I wanted to portray the daily life 
of João Francisco and his family, dwellers of a boarding house in the 
"Republic of Lapa." These characters lived in the early 30s, in a world apart, 
inhabited by outcasts, with its own laws, codes and rituals; a world in which 
João Francisco was once king and queen, Saint and Satan.  
 
One of my goals was to construct, with cinematic intimacy, the portrait of a 
man possessed with the enthusiasm and the pain of being an outlaw in Brazil 
in the beginning of the 20th century. 
 
My approach was neither epic nor biographic. I wanted to create different 
imaginary stories of the different characters created and impersonated by 
João Francisco and those who lived close to him in a pivotal moment of his 
life. 
 
The film was shot entirely on location, in the district of Lapa and its vicinities 
in Rio de Janeiro. As the action takes place in the early 1930s, the costumes 
and production design reflect that time. Despite the faithfulness of the setting 
my goal was to convey a visual suggestion of an emotional universe. One of 
my intentions was to capture on the celluloid the heat, the hair shine, the 
grease, sweat and smell, basic traits for portraying Rio de Janeiro at the 
beginning of the century. 
 
Lavishness, poverty, violence, playfulness, and tragedy go together in 
Madame Satã like images in a kaleidoscope. João Francisco’s ability to turn 
the most adverse situations into unique moments of pleasure – a typically 
Brazilian strategy of political and cultural resistance – is the film’s hallmark. 
 

Karim Aïnouz 
Rio de Janeiro, July 2002. 
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WRITER AND DIRECTOR: KARIM AÏNOUZ 
 
Karim Aïnouz was born in Fortaleza, Brasil in 1966. He studied Architecture 
at the University of Brasilia and holds a master’s degree in Cinema Studies 
from New York University.  
 
He has worked as assistant director and editor in a number of films, including 
Poison (Haynes, 1990), Swoon (Kalin, 1991) and Postcards From America 
(McLean, 1993). He was also one of the screenwriters of Walter Salles’ 
“Behind the Sun.” He has directed four short films and two documentaries, 
which were presented in numerous festivals around the world.  
 
His short features Paixão Nacional and O Preso, and his documentary film 
Seams were considered innovative, and were shown in over 50 festivals in 
Brazil and abroad, including Rotterdam, Oberhausen, London, MoMa (NY), 
Vancouver, and Atlanta. Among other achievements, he won the Best Short 
Film Award at the Atlanta festival (1994); Best Short Film Award at the Ann 
Arbor Festival (Michigan, 1997) and a fellowship from the New York State 
Council on the Arts and from the Jerome Foundation for the Arts. Aïnouz was 
also a resident artist at the Film Video Arts and at the Banff Centre for the 
Arts. 
 
Madame Satã is his first feature film. 
 
Filmography 
 
2002 Madame Satã, 35mm, color, 105 min. 
2000 Rifa-me, 35 mm, color, 28 min. 
1998 Les Ballons des Bairros, documentary for France 3, video, 26 min. 
1996 Hic Habitat Felicitas, 35mm, color, 26 min. 
1994 Paixão Nacional, 16mm, color, 9 min. 
1993 Seams, documentary, 16mm, color, 29 min. 
1992 O Preso, fiction, video, color, 19 min.  
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INTERVIEW: KARIM AÏNOUZ 
 
Why did you choose Madame Satã’s theme/main character of your first 
feature film?  
 
What interested me most in the character was, perhaps, the issue of 
exclusion. Throughout his life, he was an outcast, for a number of reasons.  
And he reacted to it in different ways, with rage, creativity, violence, and 
sweetness. João Francisco was a fighter, always asserting himself, never 
dispirited. His stance of resistance in a country where exclusion from society 
is the rule rather than an exception was what attracted me the most.  
 
How did you discover João Francisco/Madame Satã?  
 
In the early 90’s I read a small biography of him, written by Brazilian journalist 
Rogério Durst. I was fascinated and wanted to know more about him. I 
thought he would be a great character for a film – a mix of Josephine Baker, 
Jean Genet and a “tropical” Robin Hood. In 1994 I received an award from 
the Hubert Bals Fund in the Netherlands to develop the script and I started 
thorough research. I searched the National Archives, legal sources. I 
interviewed people who knew him from Lapa and from the Ilha Grande prison. 
I also went to the city where he was born, in the backlands of Pernambuco 
and to the cemetery where it was said his mother is buried. The Brazilian 
popular music of the ‘20s and ‘30s was also an important source for 
understanding that period of time – it seems that Noel Rosa’s song Mulato 
Bamba was composed for him. After lengthy research, I realized João 
Francisco was a mythomane, and the myth about him was built out of his 
inventing and re-inventing himself. 
 
In your opinion, who actually is this mythical character of the Rio de 
Janeiro bohemian life, the ultimate symbol of the carioca astuteness for 
decades?  
 
Considering his background – a son of newly freed slaves, and his era, the 
‘30s – his ability to continuously re-invent himself is one of the most 
interesting and fascinating features of the character. For instance, he would 
tell that he could fight eight cops at one time, jump from the third floor of a 
police precinct, amongst other astounding actions. I was interested in 
checking the facts behind the myth, his everyday life, the way he danced, ate, 
lived, had sex, and walked around. I had no intention of focusing on the myth 
he became, nor on what happened afterwards in his life; my focus was on the 
pre-myth individual. I wanted to show a João Francisco who did not know he 
would become a myth, nor that he would enter the history of Rio de Janeiro 
as Madame Satã.  
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Madame Satã had a very troubled life – of his 74 years, 27 were spent in 
prison. Why did you choose to focus on his life in the 1930s? 
 
Because at that time two rites of passage took place: he became known as a 
star, fulfilling his dream of being loved on stage, and soon after he committed 
a serious offense, and became a criminal. And these two facts are topped 
with the creation of Madame Satã, a name that summarizes the duality of the 
character: Madame – feminine, sophisticated, delicate, imported from France; 
and Satã – masculine, violent, destructive. I was not interested in telling how 
the myth was born, or to explain it. I wanted to portray the character 
previously to the creation of the myth; I wanted to share his intimacy.   
 
Why the focus on the intimacy of the character? 
 
Madame Satã is a character film; it’s about an individual and could not be any 
different. Also, in filmmaking I am interested in focusing on the intimacy of the 
characters, which is the best way, in opinion, to portray them. It did not cross 
João Francisco’s mind he would be a myth. I believe he had very objective 
concerns in mind: to make a living, to provide for his family, to accomplish his 
dreams. At times, I believe I have a wrong title for the film – even though 
Madame Satã is quite accurate when showing the two sides of the character 
– I see the film as a chronicle of everyday life. In a run-down row house in the 
Lapa district, people do laundry, ironing, cook, look after the children. In spite 
of the seemingly normal life they lead, each one of them chooses a role to 
play, and no one plays just one single role: Laurita is a mother and a 
prostitute; João, a father and a tyrant; Taboo shifts between cowardice and 
courage. In a way, they subvert stereotypes and employ a strategy for 
survival: they are not Manichaeists or one-dimensionals, but rather dynamic 
and contradictory characters.  
 
It is very common for one to question how true to the facts are films that 
portray real characters. In this sense, how does Madame Satã compare 
to the biography of João Francisco dos Santos? 
 
For a long time, I was not sure what I should make, if a documentary or a 
fiction. I realized that, as the character re-invented himself all the time, to 
document the life was somewhat unfeasible. A documentary would be just the 
opposite of the character’s experience, and fiction would be the best way to 
deal with his ability to “invent” himself, to portray his somewhat “chameleon” 
behavior. After following a number of contradictory clues, I realized that it 
would put me in a straightjacket if I attempted to be entirely factual about 
João Francisco. And I could not be genuine if I restrained myself, and gave 
up a freedom he always advocated. My intention was never to “tell the truth”. 
Interpreting and translating the character seemed to me more interesting 
processes. I don’t see much point in it, nor would I know how to tell the truth 
about such deceiving character. My intent was actually to be absolutely true 
to how I perceived that character.  
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Poor, black, homosexual. How did you address this triply stigmatized 
man? 
 
By de-stigmatizing him. In his daily life, João Francisco annihilated these 
definitions, starting with the issue of homosexuality. This was never a problem 
for him; therefore, it could not be shown as a conflict for the character in a 
narrative sense. It was just one more [piece of] information about him. What 
interested me most was to deal with the reasons that lead him to challenge 
any attempt at isolating, segmenting, and atomizing his identity. It would be a 
pity if the character were perceived through social segments, because [that] 
would be the opposite of his entire experience. The racial, sexual or social 
issues are never the focus of the film. 
 
So, what is the focus of the film?  
 
I would say it is to show how someone, for whom the luxury of dreaming 
should have been an impossibility, accomplished his dream. Of how someone 
for whom being free should have been impossible was free all his life. The 
core issue of the film is how such a person acted out his wishes, and made 
an example of freedom out of his life. An issue not actually dealt with but 
present in his life is “if you can do it, why can’t I.” In spite of people telling him 
he could not do this or that, of people belittling him, he would transport 
himself to a different dimension he created. The central issue of the film is 
also portraying a character that lived and understood his own time in such a 
fantastic way. These are the important and moving aspects of the film, rather 
than labeling the character one thing or another.  
 
A character such as Madame Satã could easily be seen through a 
folkloric or stereotyped perspective. What precautions did you take to 
prevent this risk?  
 
A feature of the character I have always liked is that he created “short-
circuits” in the definitions: when they called him black, he showed up gay; 
when they called him gay, he showed up poor; he was always something 
else. It was by constantly re-inventing himself he could transgress and resist. 
It is not my intention to delve into sociology, but I would say he epitomizes 
Brazil in the way that he takes pleasure out of everyday life, in spite of 
everyone and everything. There is a fascinating and cruel aspect to the 
Brazilian, in that his constant quest for pleasure may imply submission to the 
established rules, an “anything goes” attitude, even disrespecting himself for 
five minutes of pleasure. In this sense, he is not typical, because he always 
demanded respect. In addition to exercising his freedom, finding pleasure, 
and accomplishing his dreams, and in spite of all hurdles, he always asserted 
himself as a human being. It is a testimony of agency. For him fighting for his 
self-affirmation was never silent. He never accepted being degraded because 
he was this or that. 
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What risks did you want to avoid in building this character, a symbol of 
Rio de Janeiro’s bohemian life and swindlers? 
 
First, I did not want to build a folkloric, stereotyped character. When you do 
that, you set a distance, you make it look ordinary, banal, and somehow you 
place yourself on a safe ground. I wasn’t interested in this. I wanted to make a 
movie in which I shadowed the character, shared his intimacy, his rage, and 
his sweetness. I am not so much interested in super-men. I also did not want 
a biographic movie, because in general, in film, biographies are linear, which 
this character’s experience was not. I decided to do a cutout of the life of the 
character and design it vertically. The biopic model would not be fair [to the 
character], and it would cheapen such an exuberant and diverse experience.  
 
Even avoiding definitions, today he would be seen as a social outcast – 
and for a number of reasons. Do you think the social scenario that made 
João Francisco an outcast still exists today? 
 
Yes, no question about it. Unfortunately, many of the problems of the ‘30s still 
exist, and one way of speaking about the present time is to recall history. 
During my research, I found a 1928 picture of a black woman with her 
children seated on the curb of a downtown street. This picture could well have 
been taken today. Much had changed from that time to the present day, but 
much has not changed, and social exclusion as a barrier to affirmation as an 
individual, as a community, and as a cultural presence is one of them. 
Brazilian society lacks permeability, and even though there appears to be 
some integration among the different sectors, the social abyss seems to keep 
on broadening. I am not pessimistic, just the opposite. I think this is an 
optimistic, redeeming film. After all, João Francisco never considered himself 
a victim. 
 
It is curious that a film about Madame Satã was made by a native of the 
State of Ceará, who never lived in Rio.   
 
To try to understand a so-called Brazilian culture, I had to understand the 
carioca [Rio de Janeiro] culture. I was born in Ceará; my mother was from the 
region, and my father from Algiers. I started to come down to Rio for short 
stays from the age of 12. I was always intrigued by the city. I wanted to 
understand why the carioca culture was considered the dominant culture, 
even the accent. I began to realize that, in Rio, there was a deep syncretism, 
which is very much typical of Brazil and also of Latin America. Rio de Janeiro 
of the ‘30s was a harbour city, where foreigners and migrants from different 
parts of the country and the world lived, and also a significant number of black 
people. In this changing culture, it was urgent that an original voice, in 
constant transformation, be established. In this sense, the experience of 
Madame Satã is quite significant: he set up a number of characters for 
himself – the Divina La Negra, Jamacy, queen of the forest; Saint Rita of the 
Coconut Tree, Shark, Dangerous Pussycat – and even added Cecil B. de 
Mille, Candomblé (a religion of African origin), Josephine Baker, and Chinese 
mythology. In making this emblematic collage of Brazilian and Latin American 
culture, he built an original character; “carnivalised,” but with a unique voice. 
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How did you prepare the film? 
 
I wrote the first draft of the script without having ever been in Lapa. When I 
got to Rio, I felt I was at the same time the most suited and the least suited 
person to do this film. I drew a map of where he lived, I looked for the houses, 
and some were still there. All of this was fresh to me. It took from six months 
to a year to select the cast, and preparing it took three months of intense 
rehearsals. But these were not text rehearsals; I did not want to impose a 
method, but rather to convey João Francisco, Laurita and Taboo’s intimacy 
on the screen. I suggested they went to the beach, went out, talked, got to 
know each other, because such intimacy becomes imprinted, impregnated on 
the screen. As this was my first feature film, I thought I would have control 
over everything. I designed a detailed storyboard and something funny 
happened: on the first day shooting, I could not find it, and we shot anyway. 
On the second day, I followed the storyboard, and those shots were not used 
in the film. From the third day on, I didn’t use the storyboard any more. I 
enjoyed not being in control all the time. 
 
Comment on the art direction and photography, basically done with a 
handheld camera.  
 
The film was almost entirely shot on location. Locations have smells, history, 
life, and I wanted to convey this fetid, musty aspect, which is hard to get on a 
studio. Our work was very much integrated with Marcos Pedroso’s production 
design and Walter Carvalho’s photographic direction. I realized that I would 
have to translate such a character that never relinquished his freedom by 
trying to translate this freedom into a way of filming. It was a matter of 
coherence. I thought in doing a 16mm film, but my production contract did not 
allow it. Then, we shot in 35mm, but tried to keep the lightness of 16mm. We 
worked on the negatives, and got a texture close to the 16 mm. This allowed 
a contrasted image, with no half shades, just like the character.  
 
And since our main goal was to convey intimacy, we could not shoot the 
classic way. Many times, the camera would shoot from what the actors had to 
offer. It was important for me to have a 360º shooting angle. Such freedom 
was also employed in the editing, being guided by emotion.   
 
How did you select Lázaro Ramos – in his first feature film – for the role 
of João Francisco dos Santos?  
 
It was an all-or-nothing issue. After all, the character is in 99% of the scenes. 
In a way, the film is the character. Lázaro was one of the first actors I 
auditioned, and he was selected for a number of reasons. I wanted a fully 
intuitive actor – I even flirted with the idea of not employing an actor. At the 
same time, I wanted someone theatrical. I wanted someone who could fulfill 
these two opposing features. Lázaro is very talented and very intuitive, and 
has a visceral, physical quality that is crucial for the character. At the same 
time he offered a naturalist register, he could also invent the characters 
Madame Satã invented, with a strong cinematic imprint. I think this was the 
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first point of reference for selecting Lázaro. In addition, he made himself fully 
available and agreed to join this adventure, running all the risks. There was 
no formula – sometimes he is interpreting, sometimes he is not.  
 
A strong aspect of the film is João Francisco’s body.  
 
His body is his strength; objectively, it is his sole possession. That’s why 
everything he creates is from his body, from his voice, how he dresses, how 
he moves – it is from how he exhibits and hides his body. After all, what was 
left of the black culture after the Diaspora? The body used in music, dance, 
clothing, sexual pleasure. For a long time, due to social exclusion, cultural 
manifestations of black people could be only through the body or, eventually, 
the cuisine. This is why the most objective form of resistance of the character 
is through his body. To me, the landscape of this film is this body, and this is 
why Walter Carvalho and I decided to work on the negative in a certain 
fashion, so that the texture of the skin, the presence of the body could fully 
define the character.  
 
How about selecting Marcélia Cartaxo, Flávio Bauraqui?  
 
I love A Hora da Estrela, and always dreamed of working with Marcélia. I 
wrote the role for her, yet I tested many actresses just to check my intuition. 
For me, selecting the cast was an adventure. I wanted to represent the 
mixture of races and accents present in Rio at that time. It was important for 
me to have a highly intuitive Marcélia, a Renata Sorrah who made a film with 
Bressane 30 years ago and possessed a cinema glitter, a very experienced 
actor as Emiliano Queiroz, who knew that milieu through Plínio Marcos’ plays, 
two first-timers – Flávio Bauraqui, as Taboo, and Fellipe Marques as 
Renatino. Lázaro is from Bahia, Marcélia from Paraíba, Flávio is a gaucho 
(from the State of Rio Grande do Sul), Fellipe Marques is a native carioca, 
Emiliano Queiroz, from Ceará, Ricardo Blat, from São Paulo. It is very hard to 
make a movie about such a solar character and at the same time allow 
supporting roles to shed light on the main character and yet have their own.  
 
The film ends with a celebration of the character. Can you comment on 
that?   
 
The end is an almost exact transcription on how he won the 1942 costume 
contest of the Deer Hunters Carnival Group, after spending 10 years in 
prison. Just as João Francisco embodied many things, much has been made 
up about him. It is certain he killed a man, but it is questionable whether he 
killed composer Geraldo Pereira, who got three death certificates. For 
indecency, theft, soliciting for prostitution, prostitution, and other offenses, he 
was in prison for 27 years. As a director, I am not interested in judging the 
characters, but to document them. It would be hypocritical if I said there is not 
a moral lesson in the film, but it is not about the character, but about an 
experience. To me, the main feature of the character is that he never made 
himself a victim, and always re-invented himself, like a phoenix, and Lázaro 
managed to come out of the ashes victoriously, a testimony of love towards 
life. The film celebrates this experience of resistance.  
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CAST AND CREW 
 
LÁZARO RAMOS – JOÃO FRANCISCO DOS SANTOS 
 
Born in Salvador, Bahia, in 1978, Lázaro Ramos took courses in acting, 
dancing, singing, and for nine years has been a member of the Olodum 
Theater Group (Bando de Teatro Olodum), directed by Marcio Meirelles, and 
formed of black actors. Since 1994 he has acted in over 14 plays, including 
João Falcão’s big hit A Máquina, which lead to his move to Rio. He was also 
in the cast of Mamãe Não Quer Que Eu Saiba, again with director João 
Falcão. He has also made various films including Aluízio Abranches’ As Três 
Marias, José Henrique Fonseca’s O Homem do Ano, Jorge Furtado’s O 
Homem que Copiava, and Hector Babenco’s Carandiru; the latter three films 
are currently in post-production.   
 
Madame Satã is his first role as a protagonist.  
 
 
INTERVIEW: LÁZARO RAMOS 
 
How did you get to Madame Satã? 
 
Some three years ago, Sergio Machado (co-screenwriter for Behind the Sun 
and director of At the Edge of the Earth) told me auditions were being held for 
the role. I took the auditions… and nothing happened. Two years later, I did a 
second audition, and I think at that time there was a problem with the video. A 
year later, I did another audition, and for some time I was considered for the 
role of Taboo. But Karim thought I was physically too strong for the role, and 
after some time, asked me to play João Francisco.  
 
What was your reaction? 
 
I was desperate. I told Karim it was crazy: I had never played a protagonist, I 
did not practice capoeira, I didn’t sing, I didn’t dance, I didn’t know how to use 
a razor, I had never kissed a man in the mouth. But I also told him if he really 
wanted, he could rely on me, that I was going to do everything I could, devote 
my body and soul to the character.  
 
What’s your background in film acting? 
 
Too little. I had played a few roles. The first was in Cinderela Baiana, a cool 
experience. With the pay, I could leave my job as a pathology technician. I 
dedicated myself to the theatre. I also did what I consider an extravagant 
cameo appearance in Monique Gardenberg’s Jenipapo and in Sabor da 
Paixão. Prior to Madame Satã, I played the role of Catrevagem in Aluízio 
Abranches’ As Três Marias.   
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What did you know about Madame Satã and how did you prepare 
yourself for the role?  
 
I knew very little, actually, almost nothing. I knew he was a carioca swindler 
who could stand up to six people at once. When I was asked to do the movie, 
I started to read about him, had capoeira lessons, saw films that could 
somehow be related. The idea about interpreting the character was not to 
follow strict lines. Karim made clear the main idea was to set the feelings free, 
let the character come out viscerally. As Karim put it, I was to act with no 
safety net – I had to put myself fully into the character.  
 
And did you do it?  
 
Without a doubt. My main concern was to let the emotions flow, and acting 
coach Luiz Henrique helped me a lot during rehearsals. We had the script as 
[a] guideline, and I could let my intuition find the means to convey what I 
wanted when we finally got to shoot. Karim knows exactly what he wants, and 
expresses himself very clearly. His main concern was for the “family” – 
Laurita (Marcélia Cartaxo), Taboo (Flávio Bauraqui) and I – to be very close. 
He told us: "Look, I don’t need you to love each other, but I want you to know 
one another, go out, talk". The empathy amongst us was immediate, and 
today I can say we are really a family.  
 
João Francisco is a strong, contradictory character. What was the 
hardest aspect of his for you to work on? 
 
His violent side. I am very quiet, and it was hard to find such violence in me. 
But there was also tenderness within his violence. Actually, I think every 
shooting day was a different challenge, because of the major shifts the 
character went through, and I had to go from the violence of capoeira to a 
sweet look. João Francisco was a manly man, and I did not want to portray a 
[caricature]. Not to mention I also had to sing, something I’ve never done 
before. That falsetto type of voice came up over a recording at the studio.  
 
How was it filming that final scene, the apotheosis of the character?   
 
I was very encouraged by choreographer Daniela Visco to discover the inner 
side of the character, to seek from where his body posture, something crazy, 
came from. More important than being prepared was to be willing to do it well, 
and this is what I was. We also had the chance of making lots of mistakes in 
rehearsals. It is good when you have the chance to make mistakes.   
 
After this experience, who is João Francisco to you?   
 
I think he represents man’s ability to re-invent himself, to overcome. He was 
born 12 years after slavery was abolished in Brazil; if it is hard for a black 
man to assert himself today, imagine at that time. As a newly liberated man, 
he took hold of his fate, made himself respected as a human being, and 
managed to be happy. In that scenario, his only weapon was his body – with 
the body he defended himself, with the body he fought, he used his body to 
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the utmost. I saw a documentary film on him, he was already quite old, and I 
was surprised because he did not communicate violence. He was organized, 
sweet, actually; he looked like an aunt of mine.  
 
How did you feel when the film was shown at the Cannes Festival? 
 
I realized I had not made a biography a film about Madame Satã only, but on 
a variety of themes: family, desire, love and family relationships, and 
especially about a very human character. Perhaps, the best of all, even more 
than the 15-minute applause we had in Cannes, was having enjoyed the film 
as a spectator.  
 
 
MARCÉLIA CARTAXO / LAURITA 
 
With her first feature film, Suzana Amaral’s A Hora da Estrela, Marcélia 
Cartaxo won the Silver Bear as best actress at the 1986 Berlin Festival. After 
her unforgettable role as Macabea, the vulnerable and unprotected migrant 
from Northeast Brazil, a character created by writer Clarice Lispector, she 
continued her career in the movies and in the theater. Sixteen years after 
being acclaimed in Brazil and abroad, Marcélia has played a role in a number 
of films, but her huge talent and dramatic possibilities should be further 
explored. Marcélia has worked on many films, including For All, o Trampolim 
da Vitória (1998), Dezesseis Zero Sessenta (1995) and Brasa Adormecida 
(1987).  
 
 
INTERVIEW: MARCÉLIA CARTAXO 

Who is Laurita? 
 
She is a relaxed, happy, and perhaps a frivolous character. She is always 
smiling, and has a special role in João Francisco’s history. It is she who 
encourages him to go on stage, to trust his intuition. She supports him in his 
performance, to trust in his dream.  
 
How did you prepare yourself for this role? 
 
I walked around Lapa a lot with the “boys” (Lázaro Ramos and Flávio 
Bauraqui), and observed prostitutes who seemed genuinely happy, as 
Laurita. I did some research about that time, I read about the city and the 
Lapa district in the 30’s, I saw films about prostitutes, and I worked on my 
body. For many months I rehearsed the character in a very physical, 
corporeal way – both by myself and with Lázaro and Flávio. Feeling the 
character from the physical aspect, her gestures, her moves, was 
instrumental for the role.  
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Have you ever played a prostitute before?  
 
Never. In the theater, the closest role I played was a soothsayer in A Hora da 
Estrela, with the theater group CAL. Even though she was not exactly a 
prostitute, she was a madam, older and more mature. Laurita was younger 
and, in spite of having a daughter, she didn’t seem close to her – it appears 
João and Taboo took better care of Firmina than she did. I loved playing 
Laurita, because I had already done a number of introspective, distressed 
characters, and she allowed me to show another side, with her open smile, 
glittering eyes.   
 
Did you have a line of acting to play Laurita?  
 
Karim’s main concern was to show the intimacy of these three housemates. 
Other than that, he was quite open during rehearsals and accepted 
improvisations. He is very easy-going, and asked me to work on the joy of the 
character, to be a migrant from the Northeast at ease in Lapa at that time. I 
tried hard to create this lighthearted prostitute, whose mission somehow was 
to encourage João Francisco to become an artist and make his living on the 
stage.  
 
  
FLÁVIO BAURAQUI / TABOO 
 
Born in Santa Maria, Rio Grande do Sul, he acted in plays in his native town 
and in Porto Alegre. He came to Rio in 1993 and since then worked in almost 
30 plays, with directors André Paes Leme, Jorge Fernando, Luiz Artur Nunes, 
amongst others. He also has experience in musicals, having played a part in 
Crioula, about the life of singer Elza Soares, Capital Federal, and Jorge 
Fernando’s Cabaret Betty Boop. He was praised for his role as singer Jair 
Rodrigues in Elis, Estrela do Brasil. Flávio Bauraqui considers himself a self-
taught actor, as he never had acting, dancing or singing lessons. 
  
Prior to Madame Satã, he had a part in a short film.    
 
 
INTERVIEW: FLÁVIO BAURAQUI 
 
Acting in a movie was part of your plans? 
 
I was always crazy about doing a movie, but until now I had only a part in a 
short film by Angela Leal, about a letter Brazilian poet Drummond sent to 
another Brazilian poet, Manoel Bandeira. I was referred to be tested for 
Madame Satã, but I didn’t know which character it was for, much less [that] it 
was a transvestite. When I took the script home to study, I realized I had to 
wax my eyebrows, stretch my hair, dress as a woman. I was scared, but I 
decided to take it as a challenge and an opportunity of going in depth into a 
character, something you don’t have in a musical.  
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To you, who is Taboo?  
 
She is too contradictory. At the same time she is submissive to João 
Francisco. She is strong and determined, and knows what she wants: to be at 
home, cooking and sowing for a husband who one day would come, prince-
like on his horse. As she states at a point, her dream is to buy a Singer 
sewing machine to sew “the uniform of the kind angel my husband is.” 
Different from a contemporary transvestite, she wants to be a homemaker; 
her dream is staying home and knitting.  
 
How do you see the relationship between Taboo and João Francisco? 
 
Different from João Francisco, who is a star who longs for the stage, Taboo 
prefers the backstage. She is a sort of “cleaning mop” of the house, looks 
after Laurita’s daughter, and in spite of being beaten by João Francisco, 
bottom line they are accomplices. When the two of them con Álvaro, they 
have a lot of fun, even though Taboo gets less money than she expected. Her 
relationship with Satã is a mix of subservience and admiration.  
 
What paths did you follow to play the Taboo we see on the screen? 
 
When we talked about the character, Karim suggested I should observe 
transvestites. I did it; I watched movies until I realized that, more than 
observing transvestites, I should observe women. And that’s what I did. I 
thought that by doing so, I would avoid a stereotyped behavior without the 
emotional load of humanism Karim wanted. I went searching for Taboo – I 
bought clothes in second-hand stores, bought enamel, scarves; a friend lent 
me a dress. I would put everything on and rehearse at home, being careful 
enough to close the door (laugh). I also thought of Taboo as being a geisha.   
 
How did the shooting go? 
 
Rehearsal was great. Karim and Luiz Henrique had extra care to the “family” 
as a whole, and to each one of us individually. We became friends, not to 
mention the privilege of working side by side with Marcélia – and I told her 
this every day. In addition, the baby girl, Laurita’s daughter, is my 
goddaughter. When we went to the set, we had rehearsed everything, and yet 
there was room for improvisation. No question this film has the director’s eye, 
but the actors also collaborated. We feel this is our film as well – and this is 
unique.  
 
 
FELIPPE MARQUES / RENATINO 
 
From Carioca; 26 years old. Felippe Marques started doing children’s theatre 
at age 16. He studied with Sura Berditchevsky and went to Tablado Theater 
School. Among the plays he appeared in are Minha Amada Imortal, Lancelot, 
and Tim Rescala’s musical Doidas Folias, which represented Brazil in the 
Lyon Festival. He also studied in the Actors Esper Studio in New York. He 
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had parts in the soap opera Era uma Vez and in an episode of the TV series 
Confissões de Adolescente.  
 
Madame Satã is his film debut.  
 
 
INTERVIEW: FELIPPE MARQUES 
 
What is the greatest challenge to play Renatino?  
 
The physical aspect. Because of cocaine, the character was skinny, and I had 
to lose ten pounds. His looks weren’t that good – my hair should be really oily 
– so I used a kind of wax. I would wash my hair twice a week only, and 
couldn’t shave. Karim insisted on a “trash” look. And in spite of wanting me to 
lose weight, he asked me to eat chocolate, to get pimples on my face. This 
concern with the visual aspect was quite strong, as Renatino does not have a 
history; we know nothing about him.  
 
Did you have any inspiration to play the role? 
 
I went around the underworld of male solicitation, and realized that many had 
no problems doing it, they liked it. I think this is what went on with Renatino. I 
walked around Lapa and Copacabana, and tried to put myself in the ‘30s. We 
had a lecture from a historian about that time, and I asked myself why 
Renatino, a uncommitted boy in life with no family, became fascinated by 
João Francisco, such a respected character in Lapa.  
 
How was it, to debut on the cinema? 
 
I plunged into the character. We, from the “family" fully trusted Karim and the 
script he wrote. We fully relinquished ourselves to the characters. Even the 
“sex scenes,” that could be hard to do, were very carefully handled. First we 
rehearsed, then we shot. I think the outcome was beautiful.  
 
 
LUIZ HENRIQUE NOGUEIRA – CAST DIRECTOR  
 
With a 12-year career in acting in the groups of Antonio Abujamra, Marco 
Alvisi and Moacyr Góes, Luiz Henrique Nogueira took over the job of cast 
director in Madame Satã by chance. He was in the cast of Tchecov’s Three 
Sisters, directed by Bia Lessa, when Isabel Diegues asked him to go for an 
interview with Karim Aïnouz, who was looking for a cast director. Even though 
his experience in the movies was only a part in Ruy Guerra’s Estorvo, Luiz 
Henrique got the job. He is proud to say he was the first one working on the 
film’s production; he started on October 1, 2000.  
 
"From October to January, we carried out 300 tests with actors, and during 
this search, we decided to follow a neo-realistic approach. We had them play 
such diverse roles such as delivery man, photocopy machine operator, and 
others. Due to my stage experience, we designed the tests so that tension 
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was broken and they could feel more at ease. We had a wardrobe with all 
sorts of clothes, so they could select what to put on, a fruit tray so they could 
have an apple over rehearsal – I learned from Bia Lessa that this helps 
relaxing.”  
 
Luiz Henrique said that 25 actresses were tested for the role of Laurita – 
Marcélia being the first one. For the role of Taboo, over 30 tests were held, 
Flávio Bauraqui’s being the last. As for the character of João Francisco, 
Sérgio Machado tested over 200 actors countrywide for more than a year. 
Lázaro Ramos was selected three weeks prior to the start of the shooting.  
 
Preparation included individual meetings in which each actor received a 
reference list of books, pictures, and films. There was group work and some 
experiments involving actually living out the situations of the characters. For 
instance, he explains that "Flávio Bauraqui went out dressed as a woman, 
Marcélia Cartaxo as a hooker. Lázaro Ramos slept a few nights in a boarding 
house in Lapa, with a daily rate of $5 US, breakfast included,” besides taking 
swimming and capoeira classes, exercising, and preparing his body with 
Daniela Visco.  
 
Luiz Henrique explains that for Lázaro Ramos to achieve the desired state, he 
had to run for 10 minutes and go straight to the set, where the camera was 
already shooting. He remarks that “polishing the acting details, besides 
accomplishing the desired artistic result, also achieved some savings: we 
were supposed to shoot in eight weeks, but it took six and a half."  
 
Luiz Henrique says he is proud of having hired theatre groups for their actors 
to play the extra parts, rather than getting them through agencies: "The 
scenes of the Blue Danube Bar were basically with actors of Amir Haddad’s 
Tá na Rua group and actors from the Abujamra’s and Nós do Morro groups." 
And he admits the corporate side of this suggestion: "I wanted to prove stage 
actors can also do good cinema."   
 
 
RENATA SORRAH - VITÓRIA DOS ANJOS / GUEST STAR 
 
Over a career of 34 years, Renata Sorrah has appeared in some 25 plays 
and 18 television serials. She received a number of prizes, amongst them two 
Molière awards (for Os Veranistas and Afinal uma Mulher de Negócios), four 
Mambembe awards (for those two plays, for Mary Stuart and as a producer of 
O Grande e o Pequeno), and the first Sated (Actors’ Union) award for Shirley 
Valentine.  Celebrated as one of Brazil’s most talented actresses, her debut in 
cinema was in 1968, co-starring with Caetano Veloso in Haroldo Marinho 
Barbosa’s short film Don Quixote.  In the following year, she had the main 
role in Julio Bressane’s classic underground film Matou a Família e Foi ao 
Cinema. Surprisingly, her career in the movies did not “take off”: she had a 
part in Avaeté, a Semente da Violência, (Zelito Viana, 1985), in two of Julio 
Bressane’s films, and in one episode of Lua de Mel e Amendoim. 
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Madame Satã brings her back to the cinema. As Vitória dos Anjos, she faced 
the challenge of singing for the first time. 
 
 
INTERVIEW: RENATA SORRAH 
 
How was it receiving an invitation to star in Madame Satã? 
 
Over the years, I began to realize I had done lots of plays and TV shows, but 
very little cinema. After doing Matou a Família I had a number of invitations, 
but for one reason or another, nothing happened. When Luiz Henrique 
Nogueira asked me to do a decadent cabaret singer, I was quite unhappy. 
The last thing I wanted to do was to sing. I go into shock when I sing and go 
totally out of tune. I took this invitation as proof that I was unlucky in cinema. 
But he insisted. I went to talk to Karim. I got involved, and even though I was 
scared to death, I accepted the challenge.  
 
So it was a hard test?  
 
No question about it. It was very hard. I was very scared, couldn’t sleep. But I 
decided to go through with it. I had eight singing lessons with a wonderful 
coach and we rehearsed Nuits d'Alger, which was sung by Josephine Baker. 
It was adjusted to my tone of voice. I would walk around town singing it, in a 
cold sweat. The musical director was also great, Sacha Amback. 
 
And how did the recording go?   
 
When I found myself in the studio with the headphones on, I just couldn’t 
believe it. My coach was in front of me helping me out. I concentrated hard 
and I think the outcome was really good. I called my friends to tell them I 
thought it was great.  
 
And how it was, doing cinema again? 
 
I fell in love with it. It was just one week of shooting, and a great thrill. I don’t 
think Vitória was inspired in anyone special. Karim and I invented facts about 
her – on how run down she was, that she had lived abroad in Argentina or 
Uruguay; how she had a limited repertoire, one show only, and how she was 
João Francisco’s (Lázaro Ramos) muse. It was really good. I really would like 
to do more work in the cinema.  
 
 
WALTER CARVALHO –DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY 
 
A native from the State of Paraíba, Walter Carvalho is one of the best known 
and honored professionals in his field in Brazil. In a career lasting more than 
25 years, he has worked on many films, both documentaries and fiction: Que 
Bom Te Ver Viva (Lúcia Murat), Terra para Rose (Tetê Moraes), 
Conterrâneos Velhos de Guerra (Wladimir Carvalho). As one of the most 
active professionals in the field, he has developed a solid partnership with 
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Walter Salles, for whom he filmed Terra Estrangeira, Central Station (Central 
do Brasil), O Primeiro Dia, Abril Despedaçado. He has also worked on other 
films, including Pequeno Dicionário Amoroso and Amores Possíveis (Sandra 
Werneck), Villa-Lobos, Uma Vida de Paixão (Zelito Viana), Lavoura Arcaica 
(Luiz Fernando Carvalho), and Estação Carandiru (Hector Babenco), 
currently in post-production, in addition to a number of short films and TV 
shows (mini-series Agosto, soap-operas Renascer and O Rei do Gado). He 
also co-directed the documentary Janela da Alma with João Jardim.  
 
 
STATEMENT: WALTER CARVALHO 
 
"The narrative of Madame Satã is not from the point of view of the history of 
the character, but rather from an unclear or unconventional point of view. 
Cinegraphy, the scenic image, is conceived in such a way that it is as if the 
camera goes where the spectator’s imagination can’t go. And the camera 
tries to become invisible at the exact moment it could become a character. I 
would say the camera went closer to the characters, somewhat duplicating 
the encounter between Renatino and João Francisco– through a 
simultaneous process of rejection and attraction.  
 
Madame Satã is not a “period” film, but it is about a moment in history. 
Therefore, I did not try to create a historic background, but represent history 
through visual sensations. Theoretically, the objects and the walls would have 
the same narrative importance as the characters. It is like the characters 
came out of the moisture, the mildew, the mold of those environments. 
 
Our lighting focused not on the main object, but on the secondary ones. The 
relation between figure and background should establish a photographic 
narrative. At times, the black of a non-lighted area would mix with João 
Francisco’s skin color.   
 
The film’s visual-chromatic process comes from a special development done 
in the lab, with no electronic intervention. I believe film photography should 
keep its mystery, to prolong a sense of uneasiness in the spectator."  
 
 
MARCOS PEDROSO – PRODUCTION DESIGNER 
 
Born in São Paulo, Marcos Pedroso’s background is in the visual arts. As a 
production designer for the theatre, he has worked with a number of directors, 
including José Celso Martinez Correa (As Bacantes), Renato Borghi (Tio 
Vânia), Cibele Forjaz (Woyzeck). He is a member of the theater group Teatro 
da Vertigem, having done Paraíso Perdido, Livro de Jó, and Apocalipse.  
 
His cinema debut as a production designer was in Laís Bodansky’s Bicho de 
Sete Cabeças.   
 
Madame Satã is his second feature film. 
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STATEMENT: MARCOS PEDROSO 
 
"My starting point was to understand what Karim wanted to convey. Once the 
approach was established, we spent months creating maps of the physical 
geography of the scenes, summarizing each sequence through boards with 
colours, textures, materials. We designed each one of the 75 sequences of 
the film with a chromatic arch for the dramatic development of the characters.  
 
We spent quite some time studying how Rio de Janeiro was in the ‘30s – a 
metropolis connected to the world – the Panama Canal didn’t even exist then. 
Lapa was just by the port, facing the world, and we tried to incorporate this 
cosmopolitan atmosphere to the scenes. Our intention was not to make a 
stereotype of Lapa or Satã, but to focus on regional and international features 
of the city at that time – and Satã and his cohorts were quite modern. 
 
It is not hard to do a historical film using references. We did a lot of research, 
had lectures from historians. We sought a visual conception that could 
translate the ethnic and social polyphony of the characters. And because they 
were poor people, we looked at the details of the pictures we studied in our 
research. I would say that in this film, the details were more important than 
the whole. The idea was to be surgical, accurate, focus on the small objects.  
 
One of the aspects of the film is the physical closeness of the actors. Karim 
would say that the film should convey warmth, smell. The camera is very 
close to the bodies, the clothes. And skin is very significant to the chromatic 
texture of the film, which was very carefully treated by the process used in 
developing.” 
 
 
ISABEL DIEGUES – PRODUCER AND EXECUTIVE PRODUCTION 
 
Daughter of filmmaker Carlos Diegues, Isabel Diegues has followed a number 
of diverse paths: in 1987, she began as assistant editor and assistant sound 
editor; she was the Brazilian casting director (non professionals) of Hector 
Babenco’s At Play in the Fields of the Lord; she has also worked in publicity. 
She spent two years in New York studying cinema, where she met director 
Karim Aïnouz. Back in Brazil in 1993, she was assistant director for Veja Esta 
Canção, and also wrote the script for the episode À Sombra do Grande Amor. 
She directed the short film Vila Isabel, which won the Best Director award in 
Miami and Biarritz. In 1998, after opening Sambascope Productions, she 
began to develop the Madame Satã project. Three months later, Walter 
Salles became associated with the project.   
 
Isabel Diegues defines Madame Satã as a puzzle in reconciling opposites. 
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STATEMENT: ISABEL DIEGUES 
 
"Karim wanted to shoot on location, to get as realistic a result as possible. He 
also wanted an intimate film, and to work with a small and close team. As the 
film takes place in the ‘30s, and there is very little left of that time in the city, 
we had to recreate the settings in mini-studios, which theoretically would 
require a larger crew. Also, 80% of the sequences took place at night, which 
would require also a larger lighting crew. I mean, this is a historical film, with a 
number of night shots, with over 30 characters. This is unusual for a small 
film. And Karim wanted to rehearse a lot on the set, so that their lines could 
be said as if they were improvising. He also wanted space for the camera, 
ordinarily in his hand, could rotate 360 degrees, and move sideways, free, 
with no visual interference. And he wanted locations that seemed real, not 
fake.  
 
All these requirements demanded careful design, difficult to put together, 
because Madame Satã required the care and perfection of a major 
production, but it was done in an intimate way, with a small, quiet and close 
crew, not to mention the lean budget we had.  
 
Fortunately things worked out very well. The small team was handpicked, and 
the feeling of being part of a family was contagious – people became very 
close. On the last day, everybody cried. They were all really dedicated and 
involved. We were really lucky with this certainly unforgettable process."  
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