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Abstract: In 1960s Rio de Janeiro, the Brazilian white middle class embraced the samba music written 
by working-class blacks as a source of authentic national culture. Cultural mediators, or individuals that 
bridged sociocultural spheres and negotiated the terms in which work was produced and circulated, were 
essential to samba’s mainstream acceptance. This article examines how the Rio de Janeiro bar and restaurant 
Zicartola functioned as an alternative space of encounter during a period of social and political upheaval. 
Following the trajectories of musicians Nara Leão, Paulinho da Viola, and Clementina de Jesus, the article 
traces Zicartola’s position as conduit for the exchange that occurred between the middle and working 
classes between 1963 and 1965. Although cultural mediation is often framed as a way to bridge differences 
between disparate communities founded on differences in race and social class, these interactions only 
cause transformations on an individual scale while reaffirming the imbalance of power through the unequal 
distribution of social and cultural resources.
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Zicartola was a restaurant and bar in early 1960s Rio de Janeiro where like-minded artists 
and fans congregated to socialize, network, and collaborate with one another. Operating 
for two short years between 1963 and 1965 on the upper floor of an old colonial build-

ing at Rua da Carioca, 53, the eponymous Zicartola combined the names of owners Cartola, 
a respected older samba composer and musician, and his common-law wife Dona Zica. This 
period also marked a dramatic transformation in Brazilian socio-political life, most notably given 
social unrest of the early 1960s, the coup d’état that took place in April 1964, and the subsequent 
military dictatorship that would hold power until 1985. Through an examination of interactions 
between artists and cultural producers that took place at Zicartola, this article demonstrates that 
the restaurant was a crucial site for the continued development of a particular form of Brazilian 
national identity that was based on a romanticized view of working class Afro-Brazilian culture. 
The context of Zicartola revealed the limits of cultural mediation, a continuous bilateral process of 
exchange between individuals of different class groups, neighborhoods, and racial backgrounds. 
This paper argues that although cultural mediation is framed as a tool for social transformation, 
it only produced limited change, instead reaffirming existing power structures built along lines 
of race and social class. 

Cartola (born Agenor de Oliveira [1908–80]) was a notorious Rio de Janeiro sambista who 
sold his compositions to popular singers that would record them for commercial sale and radio 
airplay during a period when this was common practice. After years of hosting informal samba 
gatherings at the home that he shared with Dona Zica (born Euzébia Silva do Nascimento, 
1913–2003), Zica and Cartola opened the restaurant with the financial and administrative 
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 support of local businessmen Eugênio Agostini and his cousins (Agenor de Oliveira interview).1 
Zicartola became a fruitful space for interactions between intellectuals, left-wing activists, 
university students, bossa nova musicians, and working-class sambistas (Castro n.p., Fernandes 
“Rainha” 138, Shaw Social History 55). The bar was located in downtown Rio between the Zona 
Norte (the industrial working-class northern part of the city) and the Zona Sul (the middle-
class residential area near the beaches), which facilitated encounters between individuals from 
different neighborhoods. These encounters encouraged the development of musical careers, 
new forms of political engagement and popular expression, and ideas about samba’s relation to 
class, race, and national identity.

A largely twentieth-century musical phenomenon, samba emerged at the turn of the 
century in Rio de Janeiro’s isolated and mostly black morros and favelas as a hybrid cultural 
manifestation that borrowed from other popular styles like maxixe and lundu. In the 1910s, 
samba’s reach and popularity grew in part due to infamous parties held in the homes of Tia Ciata 
and other tias baianas that attracted mixed-race crowds with different social positions.2 In The 
Mystery of Samba, Hermano Vianna explored how white and mixed-race intellectuals such as 
Gilberto Freyre and Frenchman Blaise Cendrars embraced the previously marginalized form 
in the 1920s, bridging black musicians like Donga and Pixinguinha, and middle class white and 
mixed-race audiences. The newfound middle-class appreciation created a commercial market 
and mainstream audience for samba that fed the careers of white middle-class samba composers 
like Noel Rosa and Ary Barroso, which led to the Vargas regime’s eventual appropriation and 
cooption of the genre when it officially embraced samba as a national symbol in the 1930s (Shaw, 
Social History 10–12).3 Bryan McCann writes that the connection between samba, Brazilian 
identity, and the favelas (and the blackness they implied) was explicitly articulated in the 1940s 
through the rhetoric of racial democracy that held up the popular celebration of Afro-Brazilian 
culture as evidence against racism.4 More specifically, “in samba lyrics, in critical reviews, and in 
popular cultural references, samba was depicted as flowing forth unbeckoned from the favelas, a 
pure, authentic popular form ennobled by its expression of Brazilianness” (42). Yet despite this 
depiction, many sambistas do morro were forgotten in the context of mainstream commercial 
samba (Castro 31). 

The 1940s and 50s also saw samba influenced by North American genres like jazz, foxtrot, 
and bolero, leading on one hand to a trend towards crooning samba-canção, and on the other 
towards cool and effete bossa nova, each criticized for their distance from samba do morro’s 
Brazilian authenticity (Hertzman 236; Shaw, Social History 54). In response to this criticism, 
bossa nova fans sought out samba composers and musicians from the favelas and working 
class neighborhoods, who began to play and socialize regularly at Zicartola. This article applies 
notions explored by McCann, Shaw, Vianna, and Dmitri Cerboncini Fernandes to Zicartola’s 
particular time and place, further exploring the role of samba and race through the lens of 
cultural mediation in the development of Brazilian national identity. 

Frameworks of Race and Cultural Mediation in Brazil
The relationships and cultural products that emerged from Zicartola are testament to 

the interactions and imbalances of power between intellectuals and popular musicians. Until 
recently, popular music has been a cultural realm that relies on cooperation between multiple 
individuals in different roles, perhaps even more than other art forms do: popular music is 
not produced by single artists writing and performing music in isolation, but also includes 
individuals who work to manufacture and distribute recordings, and audiences and critics who 
respond to the work. Contacts within institutions like publishing houses and record companies 
have traditionally held significant power over artists and their cultural production in that they 
control which texts and recordings reach the public.5 Cultural mediators move between distinct 
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sociocultural arenas and interact with people in each space, functioning as cultural conduits that 
generate meaning about societal values, while also legitimizing and reproducing certain cultural 
traits over others. As individuals with the capacity to function within two or more social codes 
by interpreting and translating between them, cultural mediators operate far from the margins 
of society (Velho 82).6 Cultural mediation is often presented as a potential way to unite a divided 
society, ameliorating the effects of social hierarchy: individuals with the power and ability to 
move between disparate groups also ought to have the capability to break down the geographic, 
cultural, and economic lines that separate them. However, although an examination of the career 
trajectories of some of the artists active at Zicartola suggests that connections across race and 
class built there did indeed transform the lives of some individuals, they did not contribute to 
the broader unification of Brazilian society; instead, perhaps they even reinforced traditional 
hierarchical structures. 

In the early 1960s, many middle-class Brazilians saw members of the mixed race and black 
working class as figures of authenticity that created and performed “pure” forms of popular music 
that were untouched by commercial or foreign influences, ultimately reflecting the unsullied 
essence of brasilidade, or Brazilianness. This use of authenticity to legitimize musicians and their 
performances is pervasive in samba’s history (Fernandes “Rainha” 139; McCann 3). Hertzman 
writes that for sambistas in the 1930s, “recounting police abuse could function . . . as a stamp 
of authenticity—an indication that an artist had paid his dues and assurance that his music was 
soulful because it had been shaped by pain and oppression” (64). In other contexts, authenticity 
in samba was further linked to blackness, a criminal past, and a lack of education, refinement, 
or commercial interests (236–39). For some members of the Zona Sul intellectual middle-class, 
Cartola and the sambistas who congregated in his bar embodied romanticized notions of the 
purity of o povo, or common people, that were inherently linked to their racial and class identity 
as working class Afro-Brazilians from the favelas and the Zona Norte. 

These ideas about the essence of Brazilian national identity were closely linked to the 
rhetoric of racial democracy, which portrayed Brazil as a land free of racial discrimination. 
By the early 1960s in Brazil, long-standing hierarchies rooted in centuries of slavery and colo-
nialism had contributed to a society whose population was racially mixed, yet whose power 
structures and cultural institutions were still overwhelmingly dominated by the white urban elite 
and bourgeoisie. This hierarchy was a remnant of the colonial period, in which white land- and 
slaveholders held power over mixed race and black free laborers and slaves (Daniel 40). Brazil’s 
racial landscape was further influenced by the prevalence of miscegenation and the resulting 
unique dynamic in which mulatos occupied an intermediary social space between whites and 
blacks.7,8 Despite considerable research over the last seventy years demonstrating innumerable 
instances of structural bias based on skin color, the notion of a racially harmonious nation 
endures in popular culture, and is often evoked by Brazilians of all races.9 Although the racial 
democracy’s mythic status has over time become a scholarly trope, Paulina Alberto posits that 
the phrase actually has multiple meanings, referring to “the story of how black (and white) think-
ers in Brazil sought to make their temporally and geographically specific visions of interracial 
relations appear both national and timeless” (5). The discourse of racial harmony has alternately 
been used as a utopian ideal, a tool of protest for Afro-Brazilians decrying racial inequality, and 
“a smokescreen that imperfectly hid the state’s repression of politics built around public claims to 
blackness” (13). Samba, as the quintessential Afro-Brazilian musical form celebrated by Brazil-
ians of all colors, has often been held up as evidence of racial harmony, yet it is simultaneously 
criticized for celebrating an imaginary racial democracy that in fact maintains the status quo, 
minimizing potentially politicized racial identities through the creation of “easily consumable 
one-dimensional caricatures of authentic, spiritual, emotive black musicians” (Hertzman 9). 
Cultural mediators create, manipulate, and sometimes interrupt these racialized portrayals 
through their position in between different race and class identities. 
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Zicartola as an Alternative Space of Encounter

Zicartola was not the first space where similar types of exchange occurred in Rio de Janeiro, 
an ever-expanding metropolis marked by dramatic economic and cultural differences amongst 
its residents. Early twentieth-century Rio cafés were animated centers of urban public life where 
intellectuals would meet to discuss intellectual trends and burgeoning Republican and abolition-
ist ideas (Velloso 231). The central Cinelândia neighborhood in the 1930s and 40s was filled 
with small restaurants and bars like the Café Nice, each the meeting space of a different social 
“tribe” united by a similar creative occupation (Hollanda 121). These spaces were grounds of 
interaction wherein like-minded individuals would socialize and network, making connections 
and discussing potential projects and gigs, and even buying and selling samba compositions 
(Shaw Social History 47). McCann particularly identifies the 1920s as the beginning of a period of 
exchange, in which intellectuals and popular musicians began to interact in new ways, realizing 
that “they had something to say to each other, across dividing lines of class and education” (7–8). 
Frequented by the young and the old, working and middle classes, celebrities and anonymous 
figures, Zicartola also became a space for negotiating shifts in the significance and style of 
Brazilian music, filling a similar role as places marked by cultural mediation in previous eras. 

Despite Zicartola’s similarities to these other spaces of exchange, however, the restaurant 
was further distinguished from others like it by the political associations of individuals who 
spent time there, which expanded its relevance beyond mere cultural production to the realm 
of political protest and struggle. Amongst Zicartola’s regular patrons were leaders and active 
members of the União Nacional dos Estudantes (UNE) and its cultural division, the Centro 
Popular de Cultura (CPC), both major forces in the progressive transformation of 1960s Brazilian 
society (Dunn 40). Through community activities that mediated between artists and intellectuals 
from the political left and members of the working class, the CPC attempted to raise political 
consciousness about the inequalities of Brazilian society, and to enact social change. Addition-
ally, it promoted popular culture as a weapon against perceived North American and European 
cultural imperialism. Their initiatives started conversations and relationships that continued to 
develop in Zicartola’s informal environment. 

Less than a year after Zicartola opened its doors amidst a period of left-leaning social 
reforms, the military seized power in Brazil in the April 1964 coup d’état to combat the perceived 
threat of socialism under President João Goulart. Zicartola then acquired further political 
relevance, becoming an unconventional place of encounter for political activists and members of 
the student movement who had fewer and fewer safe places to gather. These clandestine meetings, 
held in a restaurant that was run and frequented by working-class Afro-Brazilian musicians, 
led to a new level of exchange between popular culture and political ideology that influenced 
both the music and the ideas that were generated in this space. For Carlos Lyra, a bossa nova 
singer and composer as well as the musical director of the CPC, the decision to move meetings 
to Zicartola was a direct consequence of military repression of the leftist politics of the CPC and 
UNE (Castro 48). Along with Lyra, many intellectuals, activists, and musicians at Zicartola had 
already worked together through CPC initiatives, establishing substantial overlap between the 
artistic and political motives of each group. 

In the years preceding the 1964 coup, the CPC promoted a particularly romanticized notion 
of o povo, or the poor and marginalized people, as an expression of authentic Brazilian identity. 
Marcelo Ridenti’s concept of revolutionary romanticism defines a critical element in the context 
that produced Zicartola and several subsequent cultural manifestations. Ridenti writes that 
the idealization of the common man was based on an abstract, yet traditional and rural figure, 
although this romanticization was also applied to poor favela residents and the urban samba 
musicians of the velha guarda, or old guard. Consumer society’s marginalization of poor and 
working-class musicians by extension meant that middle-class intellectuals embraced them as 
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the embodiment of Brazilianness. In contrast, the new authoritarian regime saw the middle 
class’s idealization of the common man as a dangerous example of the socialist tendencies that 
it actively fought against. 

Zicartola’s influence on the Rio de Janeiro music scene contributed to the shift in the 
conception of samba, which in turn became a symbol of Brazilian identity both nationally and 
internationally. The samba de morro that was popular at the restaurant soon caught on amongst 
the middle-class and elite youth of the Zona Sul. For this audience, the genre was exotically 
unfamiliar despite its origins in favelas and the Zona Norte, nearby places where the middle 
class nevertheless rarely ventured. Zona Sul artists like the aforementioned Carlos Lyra and Nara 
Leão contributed to the genre’s rise in popularity by promoting its simple aura of authenticity 
and purity, traits that stood in contrast to the highly orchestrated and produced music that was 
on the radio at the time. In 1960s Brazil, both bossa nova musicians and intellectual researchers 
were seeking the origins of Brazilian culture, not merely to return to the past, but instead to 
find sociocultural elements that could be used to construct a future utopian vision of Brazil 
(Ridenti 25). Because popular music created by the poor was thought to be more “pure” and free 
of both commercial and foreign influences, samba was taken as a raw material in the formation 
of a national musical identity (Bevilaqua et al. 66). For this audience, Zicartola was the space in 
which this authenticity was performed, allowing them access to the samba that they viewed as 
a “pure” cultural manifestation. 

Musical Mediations Between Zona Norte and Zona Sul
The following section explores the specific circumstances of three musicians who frequented 

Zicartola during its brief existence: Nara Leão, Paulinho da Viola, and Clementina de Jesus. 
Despite greatly varied racial identities and social backgrounds, each of these musicians was 
enmeshed in the restaurant’s bilateral culture of exchange between disparate groups, thereby 
contributing (directly or indirectly) to notions of an authentic Brazilian national identity built 
on race and class through popular music. 

Nara Leão (1942–89) was central to the 1960s reacceptance of samba as a symbol of brasili-
dade, having acquired significant artistic credibility through her participation in the bossa nova 
movement.10 Leão was a pretty young white woman who personified the sophisticated image of 
the genre, hosting informal musical gatherings in her family’s Copacabana apartment that were 
later seen as highly influential in the development of Brazilian popular music. Leão’s eponymous 
first album, released February 1964, featured compositions by working-class sambistas who 
would later become the official representatives of traditional samba, such as “O Sol Nascerá” 
(Cartola and Elton Medeiros), “Diz Que Fui Por Aí” (Zé Keti and Hortênsio Rocha), and “Luz 
Negra” (Nelson Cavaquinho and Amâncio Cardoso). Through her recordings and performances, 
she introduced her middle-class audience to the music of the working-class samba composers 
that she met at Zicartola. Other actors further facilitated this process of mediation: Leão needed 
someone to guide her exploration of samba, which was largely a genre produced by males. In 
addition to being stylistically unfamiliar to a middle-class white woman from the Zona Sul, 
samba lyrics were traditionally written from a male perspective that excluded any female voice 
(Shaw Social History 15). Carlos Lyra embraced the role of mediator, recalling that Leão did not 
initially embrace the sambas she heard at Zicartola, finding the unpolished voices of Cartola 
and Nelson Cavaquinho strange. When Lyra performed the songs in bossa nova style, however, 
Leão came to embrace them as both material for future performances and recordings, as well 
as a form of political expression of the struggles of the working class (Castro 51). Leão’s record-
ings introduced her middle-class fans to the sound of traditional samba that was new to them, 
but this process was originated with Lyra’s initial mediation between Leão and the sambistas. 
This double mediation further emphasizes the gendered dimension of interactions between 
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working-class sambistas and the white middle class and elite: the sambas Leão was listening to 
were composed and interpreted by working-class men, who were separated from her by race, 
class, and gender. As a male musician from the Zona Sul separated from the experience of the 
sambistas only by race and class, Lyra was able to “translate” the songs into a musical language 
that Leão could understand and then interpret in her own way. In embracing these composi-
tions and rerecording them in her own style, Leão’s artistic legitimacy affirmed the value of a 
working-class Afro-Brazilian cultural tradition. 

In addition to the bilateral relationships of exchange that evolved at Zicartola, the restaurant 
was also a location where connection between samba, race, and cultural legitimacy was also 
under constant development, exemplified by the trajectory of sambista Paulinho da Viola (born 
Paulo César Batista de Faria 1942). As the son of carioca guitarist César Faria, Paulinho had 
access to multiple connections in the Rio music world, spending many hours with his father at 
the home of the legendary choro musician Jacob do Bandolim. In 1963, Paulinho was working as 
a bank teller when Elton Medeiros and Hermínio Bello de Carvalho encouraged him to perform 
his compositions at Zicartola, beginning his own career as a musician. 

Paulinho composed and played sambas, but he did not grow up in a marginalized working-
class neighborhood like other sambistas who performed at Zicartola. He grew up in a solidly 
middle-class and mixed-race family in the Zona Sul neighborhood of Botafogo. Although 
Paulinho had no personal connections to the favelas in Rio, his participation in samba, a musical 
form associated with the city’s poor neighborhoods, together with his affiliation with the Portela 
samba school contributed to his legitimacy as a sambista.11 Through their affiliations with samba 
schools, musicians acquired legitimacy and connections to old guard sambistas whose favela 
experiences were incorporated into and passed down through the organization’s musical and 
cultural traditions (Castro 20). By this approach, the experience of poverty and marginalization 
that surrounded samba’s emergence as a musical form was therefore codified within the music 
itself, as opposed to within the social background of its composer or performer. Despite his 
middle class background, Paulinho’s perceived connection to samba’s marginalized roots was 
further strengthened by relationships that he built with older sambistas like Nelson Cavaquinho 
and Ismael Silva, who he spent time with at Zicartola. Residing “in between” in terms of both class 
and race allowed Paulinho to mediate across multiple social groups, interacting with both darker 
working-class composers and lighter elite and middle-class intellectuals. 

Paulinho’s use of his in-between position as a middle class mulato within the Rio samba 
scene, however, exposes aspects of the shifting notions of twentieth-century racial identity. 
Emília Viotti da Costa writes that although historically, the success and acceptance of mulatos 
served as an example of the possibility of racial inclusion, it was a model that was nevertheless 
unattainable for most non-whites (242). Within a system of patronage and clientelism, for much 
of Brazilian history mulatos who occupied a social space in between the white elite and the 
black working class typically aspired to emulate their white patrons instead of enacting social 
change that could benefit those below. However with the growing significance of African traits 
in samba music in the 1960s, Paulinho instead used his mixed-race heritage to strengthen his 
legitimacy in a musical genre that was inherently linked to blackness in Brazil. By embracing 
his African heritage through samba, Paulinho further reaffirmed the unofficial link between 
samba and blackness. 

Further evidence of the link between Afro-Brazilian identity, brasilidade, and samba can be 
found in the work and career of Clementina de Jesus (1901–87), a samba singer who was work-
ing as a maid for a middle-class family when she was “discovered” at the age of sixty-four. Her 
emergence as a recording artist stemmed from an initial encounter at Zicartola with Hermínio 
Bello de Carvalho (b. 1935), a young middle-class cultural producer with working-class roots. 
Although Clementina had sung informally for years at festivals and traditional samba gatherings 
like the Festa da Penha, after their meeting at Zicartola, Hermínio became Clementina’s producer 
and friend. He booked and arranged her performances, wrote about her work in the media, and 
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helped her to reach a new middle-class audience that had been previously out of reach. In other 
words, he became her cultural mediator. 

Clementina and Hermínio’s relationship exemplified the intersection of the two social groups 
that didn’t often interact outside of the new context of Zicartola. Hermínio was an aspiring 
intellectual who lived in Glória, the Zona Sul neighborhood closest to the city center, where he 
was developing several musical and literary projects that brought together erudite and popular 
cultural form and audiences. Born in Olaria in the Zona Norte to a black mother and a white 
father, he grew up in modest surroundings as the youngest of thirteen children. Hermínio does 
not have dark skin, and although he self-identified as mulato in a 1995 interview, he is usually 
perceived as white.12 As in Paulinho’s case, Hermínio’s racial self-identification demonstrates 
that for those involved in the world of samba and black culture in the 1960s, mixed-race identity 
and black heritage served as a tool of legitimization. But while Paulinho’s appearance suggests 
racial mixture, Hermínio’s does not, indicating an understanding of race based on heritage over 
appearance that is unusual in Brazil. 

In contrast, Clementina was the granddaughter of slaves who had toiled in the coffee planta-
tions of Rio de Janeiro state, and resided in the Zona Norte for much of her life. Her dark skin, her 
deep rough voice, her advanced age, and her musical knowledge of songs passed down to her over 
generations set her miles apart from singers who received radio airplay in the 1960s. Hermínio 
saw her as an embodiment of the mãe preta archetype who represented Brazil’s African roots, 
an image that he deliberately cultivated in line with the period’s romanticismo revolucionário. 
Journalists echoed this sentiment, as can be seen in Ary Vasconcelos’ text: 

A descoberta de Clementina de Jesus teve para a musica popular brasileira uma importância 
que presumo corresponder na antropologia à do achado de um elo perdido . . . O choque 
produzido por Clementina foi exatamente este: em pleno fastígio da voz européia, o espaço 
artístico brasileiro foi cortado pelo próprio grito ancestral da África, no que ela tem de mais 
puro, isto é, negro e selvagem. Em nossos ouvidos acostumados pela seda e pelo veludo 
produzidos pelos cantores da época, a voz de Clementina penetrou como navalha. (qtd. in 
Pavan 76)

According to Vasconcelos, Clementina provided the musical “missing link” between Brazil’s past 
and present through an opposition to the period’s musical norms, bridging the African past to 
the Europeanized present and linking two seemingly disconnected worlds. Because her voice was 
rough and unpolished in comparison to other singers who were popular at the time, Vasconcelos 
ascribed to her a list of characteristics (puro, negro, selvagem) that emphasize her “primitive” 
African nature.13 Those who praised Clementina attributed her power to an ancestral connec-
tion that stood in direct contrast to the dominant pattern of the production of popular music 
during the same period. Despite decades of intellectual critique of European cultural models 
that began with modernism in the 1920s, most Brazilian popular music in the early 60s was still 
heavily influenced by polished European styles and sung by white or light-skinned artists. In 
this context, the middle-class embrace of Clementina’s work became an inherently political act 
in that it attributed value and significance to traits that were generally marginalized. 

Prior to meeting Hermínio, most of Clementina’s interactions with the white middle class 
occurred through her work as a maid, a situation in which she had little control.14 Velho and 
Kuschnir emphasize that Brazilian maids are traditional, as opposed to more dynamic contem-
porary mediators, given their unidirectional access to the worlds of their employers (21). But 
Clementina’s role as a musician outside of her day job instead allowed her to mediate between 
traditional working-class Afro-Brazilian culture and the Europeanized middle class in ways 
that went beyond her employment. She was a conduit through which Hermínio and others 
could enter into contact with the black working-class creators of “authentic” musical culture. 
In turn, Hermínio was a mediator who allowed Clementina to reach an audience that saw her 
as a positive representation of Brazil’s past that was inherently linked to the notion of racial 
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democracy. Hermínio’s power lay in his relationship with other musicians, as well as cultural 
producers, theater directors, journalists, and record label owners. Supporting Bourdieu’s proposal 
that cultural mediators rely on the “social capital of ‘connections’” (360), Hermínio’s wealth 
was in contacts, not in financial resources, while Clementina’s was held in her ancestry and her 
experience with Afro-Brazilian musical traditions. 

Clementina and Hermínio’s relationship was built upon a bidirectional mediation where 
both used their own cultural knowledge to interact with others outside of their social domains. 
Hermínio gave Clementina access to the mass media, which allowed her voice to be heard by oth-
ers outside of the small world of working-class black sambistas in Rio. Clementina, meanwhile, 
provided Hermínio (and by extension, her audience) with access to a past that was restricted to 
others with similar experiences. Paulinho da Viola was a middle-class musician who acquired the 
symbolic identity of a working-class sambista through his associations with others, employing 
his mixed racial background as a tool to augment his musical legitimacy. Nara Leão’s mediation 
between traditional sambistas and her middle-class bossa nova audience not only gave her fans 
a newfound appreciation for unfamiliar musical forms, but also gave working-class musicians 
access to this previously untapped sector of the market for Brazilian popular music. Each artist’s 
experience within the context of Zicartola illuminates a different aspect of the dynamic exchange 
between two groups that occurred at the restaurant. But rather than leading to a broader social 
transformation in which social divisions were less rigid and individuals were free to move from 
one social group to another, the micro-adjustments that individuals like Nara, Paulinho, and, 
Clementina were able to make instead merely released social tension, thereby diminishing 
friction between groups separated by race and class, but only creating an illusion that cultural 
mediation could incite change on a broader scale. 

Conclusions
The power of cultural mediation lies in the ability of connected individuals to influence 

which cultural products reach an audience and are eventually accepted by the mainstream. 
This process ties cultural production to power through influence and control over financial, 
social, and cultural resources. Although cultural mediation is often framed as a method of 
social change, individual interactions between intermediaries and the intermediated more often 
reaffirm existing power structures, maintaining inequality and social division along lines of race 
and class. Zicartola held a significant role in the production of new cultural ideas and genres, 
explored here through the work of artists Nara Leão, Paulinho da Viola, and Clementina de 
Jesus. Although Zicartola facilitated many exchanges between black working-class sambistas 
and white middle-class intellectuals and artists, these relationships did not translate into social 
mobility for the working-class black composers and musicians. Instead, artists like Cartola and 
Clementina died critically acclaimed, yet largely abandoned and financially destitute. Hertzman 
described a similar pattern in the career of João da Baiana, another sambista of the velha guarda, 
whose “poverty at the end of his life was proof that he had not sold out and a signifier of his 
authentic Brazilianness” (239).

The restaurant closed in May 1965 after Eugênio Agostini and his cousins left the business 
in the hands of Cartola and Zica, quickly overwhelmed by the task of running Zicartola on their 
own. In this sense, Cartola and Zica were similarly dependent on the benefaction of a middle-
class mediator to make a space for the mediations between others. Relationships such as these 
create connections between different social groups, but the links are fragile and easily disrupted, 
ultimately forming an inadequate foundation for broader societal transformation. In 1968, the 
military regime implemented Ato Institucional 5 (AI-5), a set of strict regulations, leading to a 
repressive period of authoritarian rule that is often referred to as os anos de chumbo (the lead 
years). The somber national mood under the threat of torture and even death disrupted the further 
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development of delicate intermediary relationships between the middle and  working classes initi-
ated in the early years of the regime. Many artists and intellectuals went into exile. Although early 
connections made across class lines during Zicartola’s operation had the potential to strengthen, 
decreasing societal division, this period of optimism stood in sharp contrast to the sense of 
hopelessness under authoritarian rule. Cultural mediation is a tool to connect disparate social 
groups, but the fragile connections it creates are often insufficient for sweeping social change. 

NOTES
1 Operating under the name of Refeição Caseira Ltda., Zicartola’s first business contract was signed 

by associates Eugênio Agostini Xavier Neto, Renato Agostini Xavier, Fábio Agostini Xavier, and Euzébia 
Silva do Nascimento on September 5, 1963 (Castro 2009 n.p.).

2 The tias baianas were migrant women from the northeastern state of Bahia who lived near the city’s 
port, many in the Cidade Nova neighborhood and near the Praça Onze. Tia Ciata (Hilária Batista de 
Almeida, 1854–1924) was a Bahian cook and Candomblé priestess who moved to Rio at the age of 22. Her 
home was the site of legendary gatherings, one of which is cited as the origin of “Pelo telefone” (Donga, 
1917), commonly thought to be the first recorded samba composition.

3 For further detail on the work of Rosa and Barroso, see McCann and Shaw Social History.
4 By the end of the 1940s, 95% of the population of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas was black or mulato 

compared with 27% of the city (Shaw, Social History 6).
5 In the Internet age, this imbalance has obviously shifted due to the existence of platforms like 

YouTube, Facebook, and Kickstarter that allow artists to communicate more directly with an audience.
6 Bourdieu first introduced a similar term, “new cultural intermediary,” in Distinction: A social critique 

of the judgment of taste (1984), a study of the cultural reality of the French middle class in the 1960s. For 
Bourdieu, the new cultural intermediary has an individual from the emerging middle class who worked in 
professions that involved presentation, representation, and the production of symbolic goods and services, 
as opposed to utilitarian and functional ones (359). The new industries and occupations they invented 
connected traditional fields of knowledge and communication, such as a publisher, manager, or art critic 
connecting an artist with an audience; or a counselor, trainer, or coach connecting an individual with 
their desired physical or mental state. Bourdieu’s work has since inspired considerable scholarship under 
the term “new cultural intermediaries” (see Maguire and Matthews; Negus), but I have chosen to employ the  
term “cultural mediator” here instead, following other scholarship in Brazilian cultural studies on the topic 
(see Hertzman, McCann, Shaw, Velho, Vianna).

7 Degler labeled this informal phenomenon the “mulatto escape hatch,” in which some mixed-race indi-
viduals historically gained access to white elite society as a result of their exceptional talents or education.

8 Viotti da Costa posits that the success and acceptance of mixed-race individuals like author Machado 
de Assis and engineer André Rebouças served as examples of the possibility of racial inclusion that was 
nevertheless unattainable for the majority of non-white Brazilians (242). She argues that the exceptional 
status of mulatos like Machado was founded on Brazil’s long history of patronage and clientelism, in which 
members of the elite would financially support the endeavors of their social inferiors (243).

9 Brazil’s lack of racial discrimination was first disproven in the 1950s through studies organized by 
UNESCO. These studies were undertaken in the context of a post-war US movement towards integration, 
when Brazil was seen as a model of “harmonious” race relations that serve as a potential model for other 
countries (Costa 238). Through the work of Florestan Fernandes and Otávio Ianni, the São Paulo School 
presented further evidence against racial harmony.

10 The bossa nova was itself founded on a mixture of North American jazz and Brazilian samba rhythms 
that had been appropriated and combined by a small group of middle-class Brazilian musicians, most 
notably João Gilberto and Antônio Carlos Jobim. In recording sambas written by the velha guarda, artists 
like Nara were further appropriating aspects of Afro-Brazilian culture that provided the initial basis for 
the development of bossa nova. See Cabral for more on Leão’s involvement in the genre.

11 Paulinho received his payment for performing from Cartola himself, a fact often held as proof of his 
status as an accepted member of samba’s velha guarda (Oliveira 1993), despite being three decades junior 
to other members of this group. 

12 In a 1995 interview for the Museu da Imagem e do Som, Hermínio described is racial heritage with 
the comment: “Papai era louro e de olho azul, mamãe era parda . . . então nasceu aqui esse mulato de vez, 
lindo de morrer” (Carvalho).
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13 In English, references to the “missing link” in anthropology often refer to the search for a fossil that 
would prove humans’ evolutionary connection to apes. While Vasconcelos’ analogy (qtd. in Pavan 76) 
can be construed as a thinly veiled barb aimed at Clementina’s racial identity, he was more likely trying to 
communicate the enormous importance of her “discovery” to the realm of Brazilian music.

14 Clementina often spoke of mistreatment from her boss of twenty years, who poked fun at her way 
of singing while she worked (Fernandes, “Entrevista” 9).
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