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VEJA AND BRAZILIAN RACE RELATIONS 

 
 
 

  
Introduction 
 
 Veja magazine has been rather paradoxically called the “indispensable eye of 

Brazil”.1 While it has remained a powerful example of popular literary culture in Brazil, 

the degree to which the magazine can be seen as representative of the changing social 

climate is questionable. This paper will examine the ways in which the content of Veja, 

advertisements are reflective of the tumultuous period between the 1970s and the 1990s. 

Veja, during this period, became the self-proclaimed mouthpiece for middle class 

Brazilians. Assuming this to be true, this paper will use Veja to examine changing middle 

class perceptions of race. Representations of Afro-Brazilians in the advertisements found 

in Veja reveal a nation stalled in a grueling process of re-evaluation and change. 

Examining race relations in advertising during these critical decades of economic chaos, 

social confusion indicate the ways in which Brazilians, particularly the middle class, are 

attempting to assert a new identity. Ironically their new identity, and the contradictions it 

evokes, demonstrates that past notions of race and class continue to inform how 

Brazilians see themselves even in the late twentieth century.  

 

Origins of Veja   
 
 In the midst of the military dictatorship, the first edition of Veja weekly 

magazine was published September 11, 1968 by Editora Abril. Victor Civita was the 

founder of both the magazine and the publishing company (1907-1990). Civita’s son, 
                                                
1 Nilton Hernandes, A revista Veja e o discurso do emprego na globalização, 197. 
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Roberto Civita, served as both the President of Editora Abril and the Editor of Veja. 

According to Civita, the mission statement of the magazine is:  

 “To be the best and most respected magazine in Brazil. To  
 be the leading Brazilian publication in every sense. Not  
 only in terms of circulation, publicity, subscribers, quality  
 and journalistic competence but also in its resolve to fix,  
 reformulate, rethink and reform Brazil…We exist so our  
 readers can better understand the world in which we live”.2  
 
In complementary fashion, the mission statement of Editora Abril, “pledges to contribute 

to the diffusion of information, culture and entertainment for the progress of education, 

the improvement of the quality of life, development of free will and the strengthening of 

the democratic institutions of Brazil”.3 

 From 1968 until 1975, the name of the magazine was Veja e leia. After a brief 

stop in publication and re-structuring in 1975, the magazine was re-named simply Veja. 

The mythology surrounding the naming of the magazine began with founder Victor 

Civita, who liked the popular Brazilian phrase, “Veja só…” and used it quite frequently.4 

As a result, he felt that this would be a catchy name for the magazine. Additionally, it 

was envisioned as the Brazilian counter-part to Time or Look magazine in the United 

States. As such, using the Portuguese translation for Look (Veja) seemed appropriate. 

However, international copyright conflicts with Look magazine required the use of “e 

leia” up until Look magazine stopped being printed in 1975. The magazine grew into a 

household name and eventually became one of the most popular in the world.5 

 The first edition of Veja in 1968 sold 695,000 copies and was distributed 

throughout the entire country. Just months after the magazine began the military 

                                                
2 Loraine Santos, “Email from Veja Staff”, 01/31/08. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Loraine Santos, “Email from Veja Staff”, 01/31/08. 
5 Ibid; The translation in English would be “Look here.” 
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government declared Acto Institutional No. 5 which subjected the publication, and all 

other publications, to government censorship. Shortly after, circulation fell to 500,000. 

The years between 1968 and 1972 were the most difficult, both economically and 

editorially, and circulation steadily declined. At the lowest point, Veja was only selling 

40,000 copies.6 As government restrictions eased, sales increased during the late 1970’s 

and early 1980’s. In the 1990’s, circulation hit a record high of over a million copies. 

Currently, Veja’s circulation is over 1,200,000 and is listed as the fourth most-widely 

read weekly magazine in the world, preceded only by Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & 

World Report. Veja Rio and Veja São Paulo began in the 1990’s as localized, spin-off 

publications with great success in both regions. 7  

 Public response to the magazine became increasingly favorable. In recent years, 

the magazine has received 8,000 correspondences each month from readers in various 

forms. Out of the total number of contacts, 7,400 were emails, 400 letters and 200 faxes. 

Additionally, a website for the magazine was started in 1997 and registers thousands of 

hits per day.8 The success of Veja can be explained in several ways. It has the distinction 

of being the very first weekly magazine published in Brazil, which allowed for a wider 

range of coverage.9 The structure of the magazine offered a balance between hard-line 

journalism, human-interest stories and enticing advertising. The diversity seen in Veja 

attracted a broader audience base, despite the fact that it was specifically intended for the 

                                                
6 Ibid.  
7 Veja Online. “Leitores”, (http://www.veja.com.br).  
8 Loraine Santos, “Email from Veja Staff”, 01/31/08. 
9 Ibid. 
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middle class “intelligentsia”.10 Magazines published by Editora Abril prior to Veja were 

not able to achieve its level of popular appeal. 

 Claudia, launched in 1961, was a monthly targeted at a mainly female audience. 

It was a magazine focused on issues relating to the home, family and personal 

relationships. The gender-specific audience for Claudia and the limited range of topics it 

could address made the magazine seem too “soft” for many readers. While still in 

publication, it has enjoyed a steady but unexceptional level of success over the years.11  

 Where Claudia was too soft, Realidade was too hard. Realidade was a monthly 

news magazine started in 1960. The solidly news-oriented magazine was not popular 

with readers and was eventually discontinued in 1978. The strictly intellectual 

demographic that it was geared towards was not large enough to produce dramatic sales. 

Additionally, government censorship during the late 1960s was harder on well-

established magazines like Realidade.12 It was especially unpopular with government 

censors due to its interest in objective, investigative journalism during an era of political 

repression. Financially, the all-news format of Realidade left little room for fillers like 

advertising, which meant that the publication became less profitable over time. 

 Veja, as a brand new publication, was better able to adapt and re-invent itself to 

contend with the censors and please the public. The mixture of news items and editorials 

made substitution easier when the government banned items. After Brazil’s return to 

democracy, Veja’s contract with the U.S.-based, J. Walter Thompson advertising firm, a 

powerhouse in Brazilian publishing since the 1920s, ushered in a flood of glossy ads 

                                                
10 Daniella Villalta, “O surgimento da revista Veja no contexto da modernização brasileira”, 13. 
11 Ibid, 3. 
12 Ibid. 
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featuring luxury products aimed at upwardly mobile readers13. The financial backing of 

the Thompson firm and the influence of U.S. style publications on Veja made it 

tremendously successful among the outward-looking middle and upper class elites. 

Despite its largely elite following, Veja achieved top sales due to the broad public appeal, 

which was the result of its glamorously foreign ads and its treatment of diverse topics. 

 Recent data suggests that the link between Veja and the middle class in Brazil 

can be demonstrated quantitatively. According to a recent study conducted by the 

magazine, 39% of their readers, the most of any category, are of the middle class and 

53% are women. The majority of readers are in their twenties, possess a college degree 

and, by a slight margin (49%), they are single. A striking 56% of their total readership 

resides in the major urban centers of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro alone, with 58% from 

the Southeastern region in general.14 Data on the race of Veja readership has not been 

made available.  

 Based on circulation data, it becomes clear that Veja magazine has the middle 

class as the majority of its readership. It is also interesting to note that urban areas harbor 

the largest percentage of subscribers. São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro are large centers of 

middle class culture, which again reinforces the class connection. High levels of 

educational achievement also indicate a strong middle class following. Aside from a 

statistical connection, many scholars have reflected on the correlation between middle 

class values and Veja magazine.  

 Brazilian journalist Élio Gaspari stated,  

  “...the publication was constantly perfecting itself, gaining 

                                                
13 James Woodard, “Marketing Modernity: The J. Walter Thompson Company and North American 
Advertising in Brazil, 1929-1939.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 82:2 (2002): 258. 
14 Loraine Santos, “Email from Veja Staff”, 01/31/08. 
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  momentum and guaranteeing a permanent space on the  
  newsstands as well as in the minds of the Brazilian middle 
  class, which chose it as the herald of the intelligentsia of the 
  country. It offered the possibility to acquire each week a  
  piece of modernity…and a new perspective of observing 
  and interpreting the facts, as yet a novelty in Brazilian 
  journalism”.15 
 
Bernardo Kucinski, noted Brazilian political scientist and former journalist, considers the 

magazine an intimate part of middle class life. He asserted that, 

  “Veja, in reality, forms part of the reading habits of the 
  Brazilian middle class. The illustrated weekly magazines 
  fulfill in Brazil an important need…especially among the 
  middle classes who don’t buy a daily paper. In contrast to 
  newspapers, magazines form….in their readers…a strong 
  tie of loyalty. In their functioning and the determination 
  of their future production they act as factories of an 
  ideology attributed to the middle classes, including in 
  the reinforcement of their prejudices…”.16 

 Examples of middle class prejudices within the pages of Veja are numerous; 

however, this paper will only focus on prejudicial representations of Afro-Brazilians in 

advertising. As the middle class contended with social and economic changes, it began 

searching for a new identity. Veja offered its readers a pleasant and comfortable vision of 

middle class life, often in contrast to the disorder of contemporary Brazil. Dissecting this 

idealistic world becomes rather complex as the question of race is interjected. Was Veja 

fabricating a foreign-inspired, racist paradise or reflecting a historically accurate 

perception of the Brazilian reality? It is to these middle class prejudices that this paper 

will now turn.  

 

 
                                                
15 Alberto Dines, 100 anos que fizeram história, 92. 
16 Bernardo Kucinski. “Síndrome da Antena Parabólica”. A ética no jornalismo brasileiro, 23. 
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Race and the Media in Brazil 
 

In recent years, Brazil has encountered a renewed and intensified struggle to 

clarify its identity as a nation. In many ways, this struggle has revolved around the 

question of race. Glaring inequalities among races within Brazil have consistently added 

a lingering question mark to the end of all assertions of it being a “racial democracy”. 17 

The latent and subtle nature of Brazilian racism has made it both a tantalizing challenge 

and a frustrating anomaly for scholars. One way in which researchers have attempted to 

penetrate the ‘black curtain’ is through the study of popular media. Media offers a unique 

window into the consciousness of a nation by utilizing the language of images.18  It 

enables an analysis of what is projected out and, to a certain degree, what is being 

internalized. Through a specific examination of race as it appears in the Brazilian media, 

one can approximate which racial concepts are acceptable, correct and even pleasing to 

the general public.  

Previous research conducted on the Brazilian media has been fragmented in 

nature. Many studies are focused on the general, theoretical power of the media within a 

Brazilian context without a specific theme.19 Theoretical works that describe the nature of 

discrimination and racism pervasive in Brazilian life are also numerous.20  Until very 

recently, the analysis of the ways in which specific ethnic groups were portrayed in the 

media was largely ignored. Maria Amelia Bernardes Mamede’s study of the image of 

Northeasterners and Cecilia McCallum’s study of native Brazilians in Veja are part of 

                                                
17 Freyre, Gilberto. XV. 
18 Imprensa e poder, 96. 
19 Imprensa e poder. 6. 
20 See Carlos Hasenbalg, Discriminação e Desigualdades Raciais no Brasil; Edward Telles, Race in 
Another America: The Significance of Skin Color in Brazil; or Thomas Skidmore, Black into White: Race 
and Nationality in Brazilian Thought. 
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this new trend.21 22 Flavio Carrança also provides a broad overview on images of blacks, 

black women, native Brazilians and other minority groups in the world of Brazilian 

journalism.23 These authors, however, are part of a distinct minority group that looks at 

the influence of print media. 

The majority of new studies related to the media involve imagery seen on 

Brazilian television.24 Hasenbalg and Silvia conducted a landmark study that found that 

the number of times black Brazilians appeared in television commercials was less than 

3% in 1983.25 Similarly, the Folha de São Paulo found that blacks only appeared in 

17.8% of the television commercials appearing in 1995. Furthermore, blacks played a 

main character in only 10.3% out of those commercials. 26 Other studies of Afro-

Brazilians on television such as Rial and Couceiro de Lima have found similar trends of 

generalized exclusion. This preference for studying the effects of television can be 

explained in two ways. Primarily, the popular preference for visual over print media is 

seen to be indicative of its greater influence. The power of television reaches across both 

geographic and socio-economic boundaries. I would argue that, Veja in particular, as the 

most popular form of print media in Brazil, also exerts a broad appeal. Furthermore, by 

studying the imagery contained in Veja, one can access the impact of imagery as well as 

the written word on popular conceptions of race. 

The theoretical tie that appears to bind each of these studies of media and 

representations of minorities, specifically black Brazilians, is that of invisibility. The 

                                                
21 Mamede, 211. 
22 McCallum, 19. 
23 Carranca, 20. 
24 Porto, 281. 
25 Hasenbalg and Silva, 186. 
26 Folha de São Paulo, Oct. 14, 1995. 
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exclusion suffered by Afro-Brazilians in the media is clearly inconsistent with a nation 

claiming that roughly half of its population is of African descent.27 Under-representation 

is damaging in its own right but the images that are seen of Afro-Brazilians are consistent 

with historic stereotypes. These images reinforce the idea that blacks play both an inferior 

and a limited role in Brazilian society.28 

This paper is both a continuation and an extrapolation of previous scholarship on 

representations of race in the Brazilian media. While Rial and Couceiro de Lima focus on 

representations of minorities in print media, neither examines the specific case of Afro-

Brazilians. Both the Halsenberg and Silva and the Folha de São Paulo studies examined 

representations of blackness however, depictions were limited to television media. 

Research examining media projections of prejudice are often broader and more 

theoretical in nature. In light of the extensive, though fragmentary, scholarship that has 

been done in this field, this study offers a unique combination of factors. It combines the 

vast field of media studies with booming research on Afro-Brazilians and provides an 

original perspective on print journalism in Brazil. As a result, new connections between 

all three areas are established. These connections become clear as one analyzes the 

imagery within the contents of Veja in light of the magazine’s historical context.  

 

Advertising, Imagery and Brazil’s Evolving Identity 

The changes observed in Veja are, in many ways, indicative of the dynamic social 

changes occurring within Brazil during the period between the 1970s and 1990s. Each 

decade provides visual proof of middle class Brazilians’ gradual re-conceptualization of 

                                                
27 Hasenbalg and Silva, 187. 
28 Couceiro de Lima, 58. 
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race, as well as a re-definition of broader themes of national identity. These changes are 

not strictly linear, however. Many racial stereotypes linger up until the turn of the 

century, often alongside images that appear contradictory. The conflicting, regressing, 

and yet continually shifting imaginings of Afro-Brazilians in Veja offers its audience a 

clear projection of middle class attempts to reconcile color as an integral part of the 

newly-defined national identity and the struggle of Afro-Brazilians to achieve accurate 

representation in the media. 

In 1976, as the threat of censorship was lifted from Veja, the editorial staff was 

free to question, for the first time really, what the face of the magazine would be. It is at 

this point that analysis of the imagery and overall message rendered by the magazine 

becomes truly germane. Launched in 1968 in the midst of dramatic upheaval in Brazil, 

Veja had continually operated in an atmosphere colored by politics and tempered by 

personal interest. Throughout the late 1970’s, Veja appeared to be stumbling toward the 

consolidation of a distinct public image. Noticeably absent from this public image was 

the presence of Afro-Brazilians. The occasional depiction of Afro-Brazilians during this 

period can be characterized as deeply entrenched in stereotype while the general position 

was one of complete invisibility.  

In a 1979, black and white advertisement for the Embratel Telex-tex fax machine, 

consumers are told that this machine is so easy to use that it’s as “simple as the lyrics of a 

samba”.29 While the fax machine dominates the foreground of the ad, in the background a 

samba group appears to be playing. Four Afro-Brazilian musicians are seen in the ad 

however, none of their faces are clearly distinguishable. All four are wearing identical 

outfits and their only distinction lies in which instrument they are playing. Users of this 
                                                
29 Veja, June/July/August, 1979. 
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machine are encouraged that the rhythm of their business will follow the same “cadence 

as a good batucada”.30  

The shadowed, blurry figures of the samba musicians in this ad typify the way in 

which Afro-Brazilians were seen throughout this period of Veja’s publication. Images of 

Afro-Brazilians were virtually non-existent during this decade but, when they do appear, 

they stray very little from stereotypical roles and themes. One theme used repeatedly, as 

seen in this ad, is that of “entertainer”.  Both the occupation of the men in the ad and their 

position in the image project a peripheral place in society.  Giving further credence to this 

concept is the occasional reference to black Brazilians in sports (i.e. Pele), crime or 

favela poverty. The pervasive silence that marks Afro-Brazilian representation during this 

period is only broken by this kind of stereotypical and marginal imagery. The message 

clearly being conveyed is that of a middle class that has no need or interest in black 

Brazil.  

Between the late 1970’s and the late 1980’s, major shifts had taken place in 

Brazilian society while only gradual change in middle class perceptions of that evolution 

are obvious within the pages of Veja. The frequency with which black figures were seen 

in advertising had increased thematically however, their role in society had only 

expanded incrementally. Lingering stereotypes of Afro-Brazilians as entertainers, 

                                                
30 Ibid. 
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athletes, criminals and impoverished were now supplemented with ads depicting blacks 

working. Invariably, the jobs seen in the ads were blue-collar, industrial or manual labor 

however, middle class readers had now come to see black Brazilians as workers—

contributors to society. As such, they were also quickly perceived to be an as yet un-

tapped consumer market. It could be said that their inclusion in ads became both natural 

and necessary to inspire consumption.  

A 1986 Bosch ad for industrial tools provides an example of this new view of 

Afro-Brazilians. Fourteen smiling workers in uniform are seen holding up their tools 

under the broad headline “Captains of Industry”.31 The text included in the ad touts the 

quality and importance of the tools and stresses that Bosch is constructing “the future”.32 

Despite being the minority within this ad, the inclusion of an Afro-Brazilian worker 

indicates that critical changes are occurring in middle class society. The strategic parallel 

of the insertion of racial diversity and the symbolism as a tool for constructing the future 

betray the underlying attitudes that brought about this sudden modification. Black 

Brazilians are not yet valuable as individuals, hence their presence within an all-white 

group. They are, however, becoming an integral part of the wage-earning masses. They 

are a group worthy of recognition as a tool for nation building, though they are not yet 

seen as capable of asserting influence within that nation. Perhaps most importantly, they 

are perceived by the middle class as part of a small minority within the general 

population, although demographic data offers an opposing view.33  

Another Veja ad that offers further, though contrived, evidence of social change is 

promoting a program called PROTEC and encouraging students to take exams for this  

                                                
31 Veja, June/July/August 1986. 
32 Veja, June/July/August 1986. 
33 IBGE, 1990. 
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program, which are administered by the Brazilian Ministry of Education.34 Seated at a 

table studying are five well-dressed young men with their materials spread in all 

directions, as if working intensely; one of those young men is Afro-Brazilian. At first 

glance, the ad appears to be a shining example of equality, opportunity and inclusion for 

black Brazilian youth. Further analysis reveals evidence of a governmental hesitation in 

the portrayal of such a “racially democratic” scene. Each student at the table has an arm 

toward the center of the table, either using an educational tool like a calculator or simply 

gesturing, as if enmeshed in a conversation. The student who appears Afro-Brazilian is 

the only one with a closed, non-participant body language. Additionally, the PROTEC 

program and the exams promoted in the ad are for a system of technical schools. The 

strategic placement of a clean-cut Afro-Brazilian student in a technical school ad projects 

the idea that this level of education is appropriate for this group.  

The greatest shift in the appearance of Afro-Brazilians in Veja falls in the decade 

between the 1980’s and 1990’s. This dramatic change parallels the violent economic 

turmoil Brazil underwent at the time with inflation reaching an all-time high. It was also a 

period of significant social transformation. In 1988, the centennial of the abolition of 

slavery in Brazil and the inauguration of a new constitution, issues of race and national 

identity came to the forefront. Extensive dialogue regarding the contemporary situation of 

Afro-Brazilians was scrutinized, drawing fairly negative conclusions with regard to 

equity and opportunity. Paired with this, as Brazil entered the final decade of the 

twentieth century, the number of ads featuring Afro-Brazilians increased dramatically. 

Moreover, marketers began to feature black Brazilians as the sole figure in ads for 

popular, mainstream products.  Nonetheless, this growing level of integration into the 
                                                
34 Veja, June/July/August 1986. 
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popular imagery of the nation was still plagued by glaring limitations and omissions.  

In commemoration of the recent success of the Plano Real in stabilizing the 

economy, the Central Bank of Brazil created an ad in 1996 featuring the face of an Afro-

Brazilian boy on a one-dollar bill.  Under the image a banner reads, “The Real. More than 

just money. A Brazilian project.”35The placement of a black Brazilian on the national 

currency, which had traditionally been reserved for historically important figures, 

portrays both a growing level of acceptance for this group and lingering doubts.  

This Central Bank ad appears to offer an unprecedented vision of diversity for 

Brazilian national identity. By linking an anonymous, Afro-Brazilian child with one of 

the most recognizable symbols of unity, the national currency, the Veja editorial staff and 

their middle class readers were displaying a new version of the “face” of Brazil. The 

choice of a black child for the “face” of this ad also admits some reservations; possibly 

indicating an innocence, inexperience, naiveté and helplessness that, if applied to the 

child’s racial identification generally, mitigates the potentially progressive impact of this 

advertisement. In possible support of this interpretation is the reference to a “Brazilian 

project” within the context of the ad, which could indicate middle class intentions to fix, 

aid, support or rectify the situation of Afro-Brazilians in light of the recent economic 

stabilization. As seen in the past, this attitude supports the long-established stereotype of 

Afro-Brazilians as impoverished and perennially requiring assistance. 

As Brazil and Veja approached the end of the twentieth century in relative economic and 

social stability, questions of race and national identity continued to plague both the 

editorial staff and their middle class Brazilian audience. Ironically, it is during this period 

in the magazine’s long history of publication that it seems utterly perplexed as  
                                                
35 Veja, June/July/August 1996. 
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to how to move forward into a new era. This identity crisis manifests itself as a 

schizophrenic struggle between the pages of Veja to reconcile traditionally held 

stereotypes of black Brazilians and their growing significance as consumers, readers and 

citizens.  

A defiant-looking black woman with a shaved head is featured in a 2000 Phillip’s 

ad for CD burning equipment. The caption reads, “The CD with your face” as discs 

appear to be flying haphazardly around her. The choice of a black female for this ad is 

unusual, as is her sexual, yet androgynous, appearance. Contrasted with this is an ad for 

Brazilian apples, also published in 2000. In similar fashion, the apple ad features a black 

female as its point of focus. The woman in this ad is posed to bite into a shiny, red apple 

while flashing a coquettish smile to the camera. Amid the obvious mixture of blatant 

sexuality and classic Biblical references, this image bears none of the strength and 

independence projected in the previous ad. Furthermore, the caption above the woman in 

the apple ad reads, “You can’t even imagine what she is capable of.”36 This double-

entendre, paired with a sexualized image of an Afro-Brazilian woman, seems odd and 

out-dated when compared to the Phillips ad. The conflicting representations of black 

women by the publication reflect a middle class that has yet to reconcile progress and 

diversity to tradition and stereotypes, even as late as the turn of the century.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the period between the 1970s and 1990s, the depictions of Afro-

Brazilians in Veja underwent a noticeable transformation. This change over time can be 

categorized roughly by decade. In the period between the late 1970’s and 1980’s people 
                                                
36 Veja, June/July/August 2000. 
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of color were basically invisible. When they do appear, they are faceless and relegated to 

the periphery, which corresponds to middle class attitudes toward race at the time. The 

1980’s see a slight increase in the inclusion of black figures in advertisements. These 

figures are, however, most often represented as a blue-collar worker, which correlates to 

their perceived utility by a middle class audience during a period of economic flux. 

Following this, during the 1990’s, a dramatic increase in both frequency and diversity is 

seen in advertising.  

This shift parallels a renewed interest in race and persistent inequalities as Brazil 

commemorated the abolishment of slavery and the construction of a new federal 

constitution. It is not surprising then that, at the turn of the century, imagery related to 

blackness in Veja advertising exhibits limitations and glaring contradictions. These 

contradictions indicate that the magazine, although reflecting a middle class mentality in 

flux, remained slightly behind the rapid pace of social change. The magazine’s inability 

to accurately, fairly and fully represent Afro-Brazilian identity can be seen even today. 

Similarly, Brazil as a nation has yet to effectively recognize and address the vast racial 

inequalities that plague its citizenry. Despite its inability to keep pace with the rapidly 

shifting social climate of the country, Veja does offer its readers a glimpse into the 

complex, and often contradictory, nature of Brazilian race relations. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 24 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 

Albuquerque, J.A. Guilhon. Classes médias e política no Brasil. Rio de Janeiro: Paz e 
 Terra, 1977. 
 
Alzer, Luiz Andre & Mariana Claudino. Almanaque anos 80. Rio de Janeiro: 
 Ediouro, 2004. 
 
A revista no Brasil. São Paulo, Brasil: Editora Abril, 2000. 
 
Bonelli, Maria da Glória. A classe média do 'milagre' à recessão : mobilidade social, 
 expectativas e identidade coletiva. São Paulo, Brasil: Instituto de Estudos 
 Econômicos, Sociais e Políticos de São Paulo, 1989. 
 
Branco, Renato Castelo. História da propaganda no Brasil. São Paulo: T.A. 
 Queiroz, 1990. 
 
Carranca, Flavio. Espelho infiel: o negro no jornalismo brasileiro. São Paulo:  

Imprensa Oficial do Estado de São Paulo, 2004. 
 

Carvalho, Gilmar de. Publicidade em cordel: o mote do consumo. São Paulo: Anna 
 Blume, 2002. 
 
Couceiro de Lima, Solange Martins, “Reflexos do racismo a brasileira na midia.”  

Revista da USP 32 (1996-1997): 56-65. 
 

Dávila, Jerry. Diploma of Whiteness: Race and Social Policy in Brazil, 1917-1945. 
 Durham: Duke University Press, 2003.  
 
Dines, Alberto. 100 anos que fizeram história. Grandes momentos dojornalismo 
 brasileiro nos últimos 80 anos. Campinas/São Paulo: Labjor/Observatório da 
 Imprensa/LF&N, 1997. 
 
Eakin, Marshall. Brazil, The Once and Future Country. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
 1997. 
 
Forte Soares, Rafael. “A torcida ‘precisa e imparcial’ : Isto É, Veja e o Plano 
 Cruzado.” Ph.D diss., Universidade Federal Fluminense, 2004. 
 
Freyre, Gilberto. The Masters and the Slaves. Los Angeles: University of California 
 Press, 1986.  
 
Gaspari, Elio. Cultura em trânsito 70/80: da repressão à abertura. Rio de Janeiro: 
 Aeroplano Editora, 2000. 
 



 
 

 25 

Hasenbalg, Carlos A. Discriminação e desigualdades raciais no Brasil. Belo Horizonte: 
 Editora UFMG, 2005.  
 
Hasenbalg, Carlos A. and Nelson do Valle Silva. Estrutura social, mobilidade e raça.  

Rio de Janeiro: Vértice, 1983. 
 

Hernandes, Nilton. A revista Veja e o discurso do emprego na globalização: uma  análise 
 semiótica. Salvador: Edufba, 2004. 
 
Instituto Brasileiro de Geografía e Estatística (IBGE). “Censo Demográfico” 
 (http://www.ibge.gov.br), 1980-2000. 
 
Kucinski, Bernardo. Síndrome da antena parabólica. A ética no jornalismo 
 brasileiro. São Paulo: Fundação Perseu Abramo, 1999. 
 
Mamede, Maria Amelia Bernardes. A construção do Nordeste pela midia. Fortaleza,  

Brazil: Secretaria da Cultura e Desporto do Estado do Ceará, 1996. 
 

Mariani, Bethãania Sampaio Correa and  Pedro de Souza. “A Homossexualidade  e a 
 AIDS no Imaginâario de Revistas Semanais (1985-1990).” Ph.D. diss., 
 Universidade Federal Fluminense, 2006. 
 
Martins, Ana Luiza and Tania Regina de Luca. Imprensa e cidade. São Paulo: Editora 
 UNESP, 2006. 
 
Massad, Anselmo. “Revista Veja: laboratório de invenções das elites.” Rio de Janeiro: 
 Edital Fórum, 2/8/08. 
 
McCallum, Cecilia, “O ‘Paiakan’ de Veja: midia, modernismo e a imagem do indio  

no Brasil.” Cadernos de Antropología e Imagem 12:1 (2001): 19-38. 
 

Motta, Luiz Gonzaga. Imprensa e poder. São Paulo: Editora Universidade de 
 Brasília, 2002. 
 
Nascimento, Patrícia. Jornalismo em revistas no Brasil : um estudo das construções 
 discursivas em Veja e Manchete. São Paulo, Brasil:  Annablume, 2002. 
 
O'Dougherty, Maureen. Consumption intensified: the politics of middle-class daily 
 life in Brazil. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002. 
 
Owensby, Brian Phillip. Intimate ironies: modernity and the making of middle-class 
 lives in Brazil. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999. 
 
Porto, Mauro. Televisão e política no Brasil: a Rede Globo e as interpretações da  

audiência. Rio de Janeiro, Brasil: E-papers, 2007. 
 



 
 

 26 

Ridenti, Marcelo. Professores e ativistas da esfera pública. São Paulo: Cortez, 1995. 
Sá, Roberto Boaventura da Silva and Alice Mitika Koshiyama. “A Revista Veja na 
 campanha eleitoral de 1989: anúncios publicitários como extensão de textos 
 jornalísticos”. São Paulo, Dissertation, 2002. 
 
Santos, Loraine. “Email dos Estados Unidos”. Veja correspondence, January 2008. 
Santos, Sales Augusto dos and Nelson Olokafa Inocencio da Silva, “Brazilian  

Indifference to Racial Inequality in the Labor Market.” Latin American  
Perspectives. Issue 149, Vol. 33 No. 4 (July 2006): 13-29. 
 

Silva, Carlos Eduardo Lins da. Muito Além do Jardim Botânico. São Paulo: 
 Summus, 1985. 
 
Straubhaar, Joseph D. “Television and Video in the Transition from Military to 
 Civilian Rule in Brazil”. Latin American Research Review, Vol. 24, No. 1, 
 (1989). 
 
Veja. São Paulo, Brazil: Editora Abril, 1979-1990. 
 
Veja, 25 anos : reflexões para o futuro. São Paulo: Editora Abril, 1993. 
 
Villalta, Daniella. “O surgimento da Revista Veja no contexto da modernização 
 brasileira”. Universidade Metodista de São Paulo, Dissertation, 1999.  
 
Woodard, James P. “Marketing Modernity: The J. Walter Thompson Company and North 
 American Advertising in Brazil, 1929-1939.” The Hispanic American Historical 
 Review 82:2 (2002): 257-290. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 27 

 

THE GAZETA DA TARDE AND THE CASE OF TIRA-COURO 

 

 

Introduction 

 The Gazeta da Tarde reported that in the early morning of Christmas Day 1883, a 

woman was murdered on the Monte Verde plantation of Domingos Gonçalves de Faria, 

located in the São Fidelis province of the state of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The authorities 

found her body a few days later, already in an advanced stage of decomposition. Her eyes 

and tongue had been removed, she had been skinned and her upper torso was badly 

burned by boiling water. Several holes had been drilled into her skull and her brain had 

begun to seep out. Stab marks and mutilation were evident on multiple regions of her 

body, including her genitals. She had been left to die, exposed to the elements and 

drenched in her own blood. She had also been pregnant at the time but the fetus, with the 

use of a knife and a long staff, had been forcibly aborted and thrown out for the vultures. 

When the body was finally identified, it was discovered that her name was Maria 

(escrava Maria).37 

 Maria was a slave on the Monte Verde plantation and also, allegedly, her master’s 

lover. For this reason, the police and the press labeled it a “crime of passion”—alleging 

Maria had an intimate connection with her owner and also with a neighboring man, 

which quickly became an explosive love-triangle.38 As a result, while drunk one day on 

jealousy and a substantial amount of alcohol, Domingos Gonçalves de Faria brutally 

murdered the slave Maria. The press latched onto the story and published it quickly, 
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sparking national outrage at such a “barbarous” act.39 They even went so far as to give 

Faria the ominous nickname “Tira-Couro” (The Skinner) for the unusual manner in 

which he killed Maria. The name stuck and was repeatedly used in both official and 

unofficial references to the plantation owner.40 Local, national and abolitionist 

newspapers all used the graphic and oddly-timed homicide to make a statement about the 

hotly-debated issue of slavery. Whether for, against or indifferent to the plight of Maria, 

all seemed to agree that this event was charged with significance.  

 

Abolition, Transition and Media in Brazil 

 This account of the cruel murder of a slave in the state of Rio de Janeiro is 

shocking not only for its brutality, but also for its context. The story was printed in A 

Gazeta da Tarde, an abolitionist newspaper, in January of 1884.41 Two months after its 

publication, in March of 1884, Ceará became the first state in Brazil to emancipate its 

slaves.42 Roughly two years prior to this publication, in 1881, Brazil was celebrating the 

ten-year anniversary of the passing of the Free Womb Law that decreed that all children 

born of slave mothers would become free.43 The years 1883-1886 marked a significant 

point in the history of abolition in Brazil. The movement was gaining momentum, 

making gains and mobilizing popular support. In stark contrast, publications like A 

Gazeta da Tarde were printing news of heinous crimes committed against slaves and 

freedmen. This paradox is indicative of larger issues that will form the basis of this paper.  

                                                
39 Gazeta da Tarde. (March 8, 1884). 
40 PP collection, APERJ. 
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42 David T. Haberly, "Abolitionism in Brazil: Anti-Slavery and Anti-Slave." Luso-Brazilian Review, Vol. 9, 
No. 2 (Winter, 1972): 32. 
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 This paper will argue that 1883-1886 marks a pivotal transition period in 

Brazilian slavery that is rife with contrasts, as seen through the articles from the A Gazeta 

da Tarde abolitionist newspaper. The primary focus of interest will be the treatment of 

and crimes against slaves as seen through news articles printed during this period. The 

text of these articles will be examined for bias and the motivations for expounding upon 

gruesome crimes in print will also be questioned. Additionally, this paper will seek to 

place the articles printed in A Gazeta da Tarde within the context of Brazil's abolitionist 

movement and the intensification of their struggle to achieve emancipation during these 

years.  

 The influence that the institution of slavery has had on the development of Brazil 

cannot be understated. The literature on Brazilian slavery and race relations is both varied 

and contradictory. Some authors have promoted the image of a slave-holding Brazil in 

rather innocuous terms. Most famously, Gilberto Freyre's publication of The Masters and 

the Slaves in 1933 painted a picture of a racially harmonized Brazil44. According to 

Freyre, Brazil was a unique nation of mixed race ancestry and, as a result of this, no 

racial tensions were created; the adoption of positive traits from each race was manifested 

in a new “Brazilian” race.45  

 In reaction to Freyre, Frank Tannenbaum's 1947 book, Slave and Citizen, 

explored the differences between Anglo and Iberian slave systems46. Tannenbaum 

rationalized that the Portuguese slave system offered a more permissive and humane 

alternative to that of the English system in North America on the grounds of legal and 
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religious tradition.47 Scholarship on Brazilian history has since taken a different 

approach. In the latter half of the twentieth century, works like Neither Black Nor White 

by Carl Degler sought to dispel the idea that slavery was somehow less destructive in the 

Brazilian context.48 In conjunction, authors of the “São Paulo School” during the 1950s 

and 1960s examined the ways in which slavery shaped politics, economics and society in 

Brazil over time; their conclusions confirmed that the impact of slavery was greater and 

more negative than had been believed in the past.49 

 Examination of abolitionist rhetoric is an important component in understanding 

the larger trajectory of the history of slavery and its influence on Brazil. During the 

period immediately leading up to emancipation, the character of abolitionist literature 

underwent profound changes. Throughout the 19th century, abolitionist propaganda in 

Brazil remained distinct from its North American counterpart for a sheer lack of variety. 

While there was a proliferation of North American abolitionist literature available 

worldwide, Brazil’s abolitionist movement remained limited in its productivity. 

Furthermore, post-1850 abolitionism in Brazil has been described as, 

 “…defined by two powerful forces: by the pull of the past—the influence  
 of the nation’s literary tradition, the nature of previous antislavery 
 arguments, and, above all, the inborn prejudices all…Brazilians shared; 
 and by the realities of the present—the need to reach an audience  
 overwhelmingly hostile or apathetic, taking advantage of their new 
 concern about their slaves…Central to Abolitionist literature was a 
 total and irrevocable confusion of two separate entities—the institution 
 of slavery and the individual slave…”50 
 

                                                
47 Ibid, 3. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid, 4. 
50 David T. Haberly, "Abolitionism in Brazil: Anti-Slavery and Anti-Slave." Luso-Brazilian Review, Vol. 9, 
No. 2 (Winter, 1972): 33. 
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 Within this context, the abolitionist literature of Brazil, and the movement itself, 

were in a constant state of flux. Appeasing and counter-balancing pressure from foreign 

abolitionist groups (i.e. the United States and Great Britain) was paired with a desire to 

address the unique circumstances that slavery in Brazil embodied. In most cases, 

however, Brazilian abolitionist writings mirrored foreign concepts of the slave, placing 

them into the caricatures such as the “Noble Slave”, “Faithful Slave” or “Pitiful Slave”.51 

Based on evidence from popular news media of the day, such as A Gazeta da Tarde, the 

idea of the “Pitiful Slave” appears to be the most common and the most persuasive 

image. 

 The 1880s were a decade in which Brazil underwent several major changes. Most 

importantly, it was a decade that ended with the national emancipation of slavery in 1888. 

In the years leading up to this point, there was an intensification of abolitionist pressure, 

rhetoric and, consequently, anti-abolitionist politics. On March 25, 1884, with the 

passage of Ceará's emancipation legislation, other provinces began to feel the pressure to 

follow-suit. Amazonas and Rio Grande do Sul quickly fell to the pressure later that 

year.52 The printed media across the country, the abolitionist press in particular, 

circulated the story heavily. This increased attention on abolition served to polarize 

popular opinion regarding the institution of slavery.53 

 As abolition became a formidable political position, anti-abolitionist reactionaries 

became more vocal in their opposition. After 1884, politicians, fazendeiros, and other 

public figures adopted strategies aimed at the hindrance of the abolition movement. 

                                                
51 Ibid.  
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Those who had, in the past, "resisted the end of slavery conveniently masked their 

conservative position by rendering themselves as 'abolitionists who protected the law' ".54 

When the law was no longer so clearly on their side, politicians like Ermiro Coutinho and 

Martinho Campos actively campaigned against legislation that would establish place 

limitations on or establish a termination date for slavery.55 Of additional concern to 

figures like Coutinho and Campos were the parliamentary election held in December of 

1884 . The result of which was the placement of several anti-slavery politicians into 

office. The potential power of these politicians over future slavery laws was severely 

troubling for self-proclaimed "slaveocrats".56  

 At the same time, national figures in the abolitionist movement like Joaquim 

Nabuco and Jose do Patrocínio were making great strides. Nabuco, as a member of the 

Chamber of Deputies, introduced a bill that set the end of slavery in the year 1890. 

Campos, also a member, was able to manipulate his fellow deputies into effectively 

blocking the bill before it was voted on; however, the precedent had been set for 

discussion of a definitive end to slavery.57  

 The number of abolitionist societies was growing all over the country and anti-

slavery propaganda was becoming more widespread.58 Nabuco founded the Brazilian 

Anti-Slavery Society and began publishing the first abolitionist monthly newsletter called 

O Abolicionista.59 Satirist and virulent abolitionist, Angelo Agostini began publishing 
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cartoons in A Revista Ilustrada, a politically-charged, abolitionist journal.60 Andre 

Rebouças, a mulatto engineer and writer, published over 120 articles in abolitionist 

publications such as Folha Nova, Novo Mundo and A Gazeta da Tarde.61  

 A Gazeta da Tarde emerged as the first abolitionist publication in Brazil and 

quickly became the preeminent standard for all others to follow.62 It was founded in 1880 

by José Ferreira de Menezes, a mulatto writer. Little is known about the life of Menezes, 

except that he was the child of slaves, a fervent abolitionist, and managed to gain enough 

education and money to start a news publication.63 The newspaper was based in Rio de 

Janeiro, the epicenter of Brazilian governance and also an area with a thriving anti-

slavery movement. Menezes, personally, was an avid supporter of the abolitionist 

movement abroad, particularly in the United States. He "hailed the American Civil War 

as a decisive turning point in the world's struggle against slavery as well as civilization's 

triumph over barbarism".64 His intention was that A Gazeta would be used to promote the 

abolitionist cause on all levels of society and that it would focus on the plight of the slave 

within Brazil. 

 Upon the sudden death of Menezes in 1881, his abolitionist colleague José do 

Patrocinio purchased and took over editorship of the newspaper. Patrocínio, also a 

mulatto, ran the magazine and also included his own writing in the newspaper until he 
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became editor of Cidade do Rio in 1887.65 Ideologically, Patrocínio identified more with 

abolitionists like Menezes more than his famous contemporary, Nabuco, who was white, 

elitist and a self-proclaimed Anglophile.66  

There was both a class and a racial divide between these two men, despite their 

championing the same cause and this was reflected in their approach to the burgeoning 

abolitionist movement. Nabuco, as a politician and an elite, white male, believed that 

legal reform was the key to ending slavery. Patrocínio, on the other hand, felt that 

“…abolition will not come from Parliament but, rather, from the public square; it will 

have as its rewards the clarity of peace instead of the red banners of combat”.67 

 Under Patrocínio’s directorship, the Gazeta da Tarde doubled its circulation 

within a few years. During this period, A Gazeta featured articles from prominent 

abolitionist writers like Luis de Andrade, Julio de Lemos, Gonzaga Duque Estrada, 

Campos Porto, Leite Ribeiro Dias da Cruz, and the illustrations of Agostini as well.68 As 

its popularity grew, the Gazeta became associated with the most intellectually diverse, 

cutting-edge, hard-line abolitionist propaganda in the country.  

 The pages of A Gazeta included news items, advertisements, poetry, serial prose 

and editorial essays, among other things. Although the content revolved around anti-

slavery propaganda, other issues of the day can be observed as well such as military 

movements, economic shifts, agriculture and even foreign affairs.69 During the 

tumultuous political shift and polarization that occurred after 1884, the abolitionist media 
                                                
65 Ricardo Luiz de Souza, "Nabuco, Reboucas, Patrocinio: monarquismo e abolicionismo." Impulso, Vol. 
17, no. 43 (Maio/Ago. 2006): 41. 
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was noticeably affected, and A Gazeta da Tarde was no exception. Despite the content of 

the A Gazeta remaining diverse throughout the period from 1883-1886, the tone of the 

newspaper underwent a significant shift. Stringent, graphic propaganda characterized the 

period prior to 1884 and the intention was to shock the readership. Post-1884, the content 

of the Gazeta was been purged of its radical tone and the writing became more abstract 

and rhetorical in nature.   

 Seymour Drescher would argue that this shift in tone can be explained by Brazil’s 

transition from “continental” to “Anglo” abolitionism. As Drescher contends, Brazil’s 

process of abolition was divided between these two forms but no distinct periodization is 

given. Drescher simply states that the 1880s, through increased pressure from Great 

Britain, witnessed an increased tendency for “Anglo” abolitionism. A broader range of 

civic participants, increasingly graphic rhetoric and a more volatile movement, 

characterizes Anglo-American abolitionism in general. The shifting character of A 

Gazeta da Tarde and the graphic story of Maria’s murder appear to support Drescher’s 

thesis.70  

 The story of the slave Maria that was brutally murdered and horribly disfigured is 

the best example of the kind of journalism that characterized A Gazeta da Tarde during 

the pre-1884 period. The article was featured in a running section entitled "Scenas da 

Escravidão" ("Scenes of Slavery") that detailed injustices committed against slaves or 

recently freedmen. There is no indication of who wrote this article however, it could 

possibly be the work of Patrocínio himself. It clearly mirrors the moral outrage felt by 

Patrocínio against the institution of slavery that such an act could occur and go 
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unpunished. Moreover, it is a piece that demonstrates his distinct preoccupation with the 

plight of the slave as an individual, as evidenced by the explicit focus on the body. 

 

Analysis of a Murder 

 The details of Maria’s death are valuable in understanding the process of abolition 

within Brazil. In particular, media portrayal of slave life played an influential role in 

bolstering public opinion against the institution during its final years. A principal 

argument made against slavery by the abolitionist press was that its violent practices were 

barbaric and uncivilized for a nation looking to modernize. 71 This would explain the 

popularity of Maria’s graphic case. However, when compared with testimony available 

concerning Maria’s death, the Gazeta apparently traversed the boundaries of journalism 

and entered into propaganda.  

 Following the discovery of Maria’s body on the Monte Verde plantation, the 

Brazilian press printed and reprinted the story for days—adding, embellishing and quite 

often exaggerating the evidence. Local government officials, however, seemed 

determined to not let such a gruesome case interrupt their Christmas holiday. The date on 

the first official correspondence for the investigation was dated January 15, 1884, nearly 

a month after the news broke.72 It was not until March of the same year that police began 

searching for Domingos Gonçalves de Faria and constructed physical profiles of both the 

killer and his victim. Faria was described as,  

 “50 years old, more or less…a white man…with white hair and a red  
 face— indicating his habitual drinking problem…rather portly…going 
 bald…average height…[and] missing several teeth, especially in the front…”73 
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While Maria was seen as a “marvel” of a woman, thin, very light brown, and with a very 

fine face. The physical descriptions seem to lend themselves to the construction of a 

stereotypical abolitionist scenario in which a beautiful and innocent slave woman is at the 

mercy of her ugly, evil master. Whether their physical attributes are accurate or slightly 

exaggerated is not known for sure; there are not sketches or other renderings of them to 

be found. However, the almost literal repetition of their described appearance throughout 

the case file would seem to indicate that these details are in fact accurate; ironically, the 

Gazeta never utilized the physical description of Maria and Faria within their account of 

the murder.  

 Once authorities had an understanding of the man they were pursuing, they began 

to organize the police force to apprehend him. Unfortunately, within the more than three 

month lapse between his crime and the mobilization of an official investigation, Faria had 

fled. Initially, he went to stay with relatives within the same province of São Fidelis. 

Later, he crossed the state line and ran to neighboring Minas Gerais, where he also 

apparently had some family connections. Investigation documents dated 1886 indicate 

that Faria was finally located in Minas Gerais. However, by crossing the state line, Faria, 

probably knowingly, further impeded his capture. The Chief of Police and the Governor 

of the State corresponded extensively on the problem of obtaining permission to extradite 

a criminal from another jurisdiction, though seemingly to no avail.74 There is evidence to 

indicate that the Faria family was well entrenched in the local elite and, probably for this 

reason, local officials were initially hesitant to pursue the case fully.75  
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 Some of the final documents on the case from March 1888 are still describing the 

intent to capture and imprison Faria, which indicates that he was still not actually in their 

possession.76 It is unknown whether or not Domingos Gonçalves de Faria was ever 

forcibly detained or taken to prison for the murder of his slave Maria. However, it is 

reasonable to assume that, due to the excessively slow progress of the investigation and 

the apparent political and social connections utilized by Faria for escape and refuge, he 

remained a free man. Although justice was not served in this particular case, the 

development of the investigation surrounding the Monte Verde murder offers a surprising 

amount of insight into Brazilian society and politics during the pre-Emancipation period 

of the late 19th century—particularly through the analysis of witness testimonies.  

 Eight witnesses were subpoenaed and their statements taken in relation to the 

murder of slave Maria. Four of those witnesses were living and working on the Monte 

Verde plantation and some were the property of Faria himself. Of the remaining four, 

three were white property owners from surrounding plantations and the other was Faria’s 

wife. Each witness testimony is revealing both for the details included and those quite 

obviously omitted. Additionally, in comparison with the newspaper descriptions of the 

crime, the details repeatedly given by the witnesses are vastly different. The 

discrepancies between the many versions of the crime unfolding and its cause are telling; 

they allude to the many ways this crime was viewed and interpreted by those involved—

depending on their social, political and economic position in Brazil.  

 The first witness, Dona Dias Pereira, was a married, white female and neighbor to 

Faria. She testified that she was at his home the evening of December 27, 1883 because 
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he called her to examine a female slave that was “not feeling well”.77 She obliged and, 

upon arrival at the infirmary, was shown Maria’s dead body by Faria’s wife. She noticed 

fractures in Maria’s skull as well as marks on her face, neck and arms. Faria’s wife told 

her that the slave Maria had had an abortion prior to her death. As they inspected the 

body, Faria himself arrived and asked his wife about the status of the slave girl’s health. 

She replied that she was dead and he responded with,  

 “We are lost. From now on, you will say that it was me who did it  
 and I will say it was you. Today you are no longer my wife and I am 
  no longer your husband. I will find a son who can take charge of my  
 destiny”.78 
 
 Following this brief conversation, Dona Pereira states that she returned home and, 

a few hours after, there was a knock on her door. It was Faria and he said he was looking 

for his wife who had left home and not returned. After waiting there a while, he left. 

Dona Pereira’s two sons, João and Arthur, also testified and added that, upon learning 

that Maria was dead, Faria asked them what to do with the body. João suggested the 

public cemetery. Faria responded that he would rather simply dump her in the woods 

somewhere to avoid any questions.79 

 Maria de Castro Lima, a forty-six year old woman and the wife of Faria, told a 

rather different version of events. She claimed that on Christmas Day her husband, 

arriving home in an agitated and rather drunken state, went straight to the kitchen with 

the intent to punish Maria for something a neighbor supposedly told Faria she had done. 

He took her to the whipping post and began to whip her. She wouldn’t be obedient so he 

beat her with the whip. After her beating, Maria de Castro Lima claimed she went to the 
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slave’s quarters to treat Maria’s wounds. The next few days saw her condition worsen 

until she died on the 27th. The day before her death, she suffered a miscarriage as a result 

of the abuse.80   

 Several critical pieces of information are uncovered through these four 

testimonies. One is that the chronology published by the Gazeta is incorrect. Maria was 

beaten on Christmas Day but did not die until the 27th. Her body was not discovered but, 

rather, she remained in her normal quarters and the moment of her passing was known. 

Evidence provided here also corroborates the existence of marks on her body and the 

skull fractures, however no mutilations were seen. Additionally, an offhanded and 

euphemistic tone is used when referring to Maria’s condition. She “had” an abortion 

instead of suffering a miscarriage and she was “not feeling” well, as opposed to 

struggling for life.  

 The standout piece within these testimonies is the quote allegedly taken from 

Faria when learning of Maria’s death. While it may seem like an odd and almost 

melodramatic reaction, the explanation could lie in two things. During this period, those 

who continued to rely on slave labor paid a high cost. After the end of the slave trade, 

demand outweighed supply and costs skyrocketed. In that economic environment, to lose 

a slave—by natural or unnatural purposes—was a severe financial loss.81 Perhaps Faria’s 

exclamation was the sound of regret; not for the loss of an innocent life, but for the 

destruction of a major investment. Once dead, as João and Arthur heard first-hand, Faria 

felt that Maria was not even worth the trouble of burying.  
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 A second possible component in explaining the quote involves the Brazilian legal 

system. Based on Roman slave law, Brazilian slaves were given access to some rights 

and privileges. Namely, their basic needs were to be provided, they were to be 

evangelized and, if abused, their owners could face legal ramifications. Evidence of this 

respect for the legal personhood of slaves in Brazil is evident in this case; both in the fact 

that an official investigation was opened for the death of a slave and that the testimony of 

slaves was taken and used against their owner. This would explain why, following 

Maria’s death, Faria fled. Although these guidelines were in place, many slave holders 

went unpunished or found ways around the law, such as fleeing or tapping into their local 

connections to power and patronage to ensure impunity. Faria, in this case, was able to do 

both rather successfully. 

 The testimony of the slaves and free laborers on the Monte Verde plantation are 

also important for analyzing Maria’s death. Izabel, a thirty-eight year old slave on the 

Monte Verde plantation, was also present on the day of Maria’s death. Different from 

Faria’s wife, Izabel claimed that Faria, in a jealous rage, came home on Christmas Day 

and began whipping Maria. She resisted by grabbing the whip so he began beating her 

with it. According to Izabel, Faria routinely mistreated Maria out of jealousy and had no 

doubt that her death was a direct result of the abuses she suffered on Christmas Day. This 

sentiment is echoed by Tia another female slave on the Monte Verde plantation; she also 

added that Faria tied Maria to the whipping post by her neck. During their struggle and as 

he beat her, Tia remarked that she was screaming for him to “believe her”.82 Tia also 

confirmed that Dona Maria de Castro Lima treated the slave Maria following her 

punishment and through her miscarriage.  
                                                
82 PP collection, APERJ. 
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 Luiz Ferreira da Silva, a free laborer on the Monte Verde plantation, corroborated 

the testimony of the two women and noted that Faria threatened to do the same to him if 

he dared to attribute Maria’s death to anything other than the miscarriage.83 Another free 

laborer, Estevão Anuncio from Minas, was not present at the time but stated with 

certainty that he had seen Maria brutally beaten on numerous occasions by Faria. He also 

said that the abuse was due to Faria’s jealousy surrounding her relationship with 

Benedicto, a fellow free laborer, who had previously been expelled from the plantation.84 

 A closer examination of the eight statements taken during the investigation of 

slave Maria’s death illuminates both the inclusion of critical information and also several 

strategic omissions. While it is unknown exactly what questions were asked of the eight 

witnesses, they each seemed to be responding to a generalized inquiry and each one 

chose to emphasize very different points in the narration. Through their combined 

recollections, it is discovered that the version of events published by the Gazeta da Tarde 

was almost completely falsified. According to the official report of the medical examiner, 

Maria died of asphyxiation and acute brain hemorrhaging. Her body was badly bruised 

and beaten but there were no signs of mutilation, burning, stabbing or skinning. It is also 

discovered that her unborn child was not cut from her body and fed to vultures but lost as 

the result of a miscarriage, induced by extreme physical abuse. While her skull had been 

fractured in several places, these were caused by blunt trauma, not a drill.85  

 Another embellishment that quickly comes to light is that of the passionate love-

triangle pointed to by the press as the underlying cause of Faria’s cold-blooded, 

murderous rage. While Maria was involved in a relationship, it was only with one man-- 

                                                
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 PP collection, APERJ. 
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a free, black laborer on the plantation, not a neighboring slave owner. More than likely, 

her sexual involvement with Faria, if any, was not consensual. It is not known who was 

the father of Maria’s unborn child and none of the witnesses ventured a guess. Faria 

himself is a possible answer; both scenarios, being the father or not, offer a potential 

motive for Maria’s murder.  

 

Conclusion 

 For historians, the death of slave Maria offers a glimpse at the complex social 

fabric of late 19th century Brazil. The date of her death, 1883, offers proof that the 

Brazilian transition into emancipation was not peaceful. It was a period of painful 

adjustment, both for slaves and their owners. Both anti-slavery activists and pro-slavery 

fazendeiros were willing, at all costs, to secure their political position. Though Brazil did 

not have a civil war like that of the United States, there was a considerable amount of 

civil unrest and, as this case study demonstrates, lives were sacrificed in the process. 

Furthermore, this case reveals that the Brazilian infrastructure, simultaneously based on 

clientelist relationships and written law, was in crisis. The country had reached a critical 

period in which it was attempting to transition into a modern, unified nation while still 

reliant on the “uncivilized” mechanisms of the past. Similar to the conclusion of the 

murder investigation, Brazil had stumbled into an uncomfortable new era with unresolved 

questions of identity and a weak sense of social justice. 

 Through examination of the death of slave Maria as seen in the Gazeta da Tarde, 

a greater understanding of the nature of Brazilian slavery, the mythology surrounding its 

innocuous nature and its eventual destruction can be garnered. Additionally, Brazil’s 
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political and economic transition into abolition also forms a critical backdrop to this 

tragic account. In particular, the shifting nature of Brazilian political abolition is 

demonstrated through the coverage of A Gazeta, which supports the Drescher thesis on  

“continental” versus “Anglo-American” systems.  

 Media coverage of this case offers a unique window into public opinion and 

political manipulation concerning Brazilian abolition. The use of propaganda to further 

the abolitionist campaign and achieve “civilized” progress is evident in A Gazeta’s 

almost complete fabrication of the circumstances surrounding the death of escrava Maria. 

Furthermore, the correspondences of several public officials concerning the case and the 

ultimate fate of Faria bring to light the gaping holes existing within the Brazilian legal 

system. Within this shocking murder case, tensions between the strong ties of historic 

patronage and the push toward a modern future are clearly and extraordinarily 

illuminated.  
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