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  Brazilian Carnival- A Once-in-a-Lifetime Experience  
 
 
Carnival is the biggest party in Brazil. The sounds of percussion and other various 

instruments fill the atmosphere. Ornate floats with hundreds of dancers in “1.5 feathered 
headdresses, long flowing capes that sparkle with sequins and rhinestone- studded G-
strings” parade down the streets (Louis, 110). Tourists from around the nation come to 
join in the parade and watch the show. Spectators dance, drink and join in the festivities 
of this ongoing party, as they head to the Sambodromo to celebrate carnival.  

Carnival is not just a lavish party that the Brazilians put on, it is also part of their 
culture. “Its character has always been a celebration of the earth’s energy, the mixing of 
social classes and the release of the built up energies of the winter season.” (Samba and 
Carnival). The Catholic Church marked that time a period of thanksgiving before Lent. 
“The nations of Europe, especially France, Spain and Portugal, gave thanks by throwing 
parties, wearing masks and dancing in the streets” (Origins of Carnival). Traditions 
carried over to Brazil and with the eclectic style of Central and West African music and 
dance, the Brazilian Carnival was born.  

Samba is the type of dance and music incorporated into the carnival festivities. 
Samba music helps one invoke their personal god or saint within them. The rhythm is 
great to play during the carnival due to its vibrant sounds that make people dance to the 
beat. “The street samba (samba de rua) is performed everywhere, especially during 
Carnival time. It’s done with ample space for improvisation with each person creating 
new steps and moves but always connected to the energy and dynamism of the music” 
(Samba and Carnival).  

The Samba school parade during carnival is the most lavish, ornate and 
entertaining spectacle. It is the basis of the carnival festivities. A Samba School is not a 
teaching institution, “It is an association of people from the same neighborhood, usually a 
working class community (favela) in a suburban area” (Carnival in Rio).  The preparation 
for carnival takes place a year before it even happens because of the number of people 
that partake in the parade and the ornate costumes and floats they create. Usually there 
are about 3,000 to 5,000 members in one Samba school and they create 6 to 8 floats. 
Some schools even exceed budgets of $1,000,000 in hopes of creating the most lavish 
performance. It truly is a huge production in the making in order to create a wonderful 
carnival experience.    



 
 
 

 Fourteen different Samba schools compete in the carnival parade in Rio. First 
each school selects a plot/ theme which highlight different moments and periods of 
Brazilian history. Picking the right theme is the most important aspect of carnival- the 
more original the theme, the better the performance. “Over the course of 80 minutes the 
dancers unravel the plot through carefully chosen music and perfected evolutions, or 
movements. They use costumes and props to enhance visual appeal” (Samba Schools). 
Flashy costumes are used to stand out and be seen by audiences all around the parade. 
 
 

                           
 

During our time in Rio, we visited one of the Samba schools that had won the 
Carnival competition in the past year. At first we were all hesitant to partake in such a 
national dance since we didn’t know how to samba. Not to mention going into a favela at 
night was a scary thought. After looking around what looked like a high school 



gymnasium, I watched thousands of people dancing samba with one another. No one 
seemed to mind that it was about 10,000 degrees and that it was overflowing with people. 
Everyone was too busy singing along to the songs and moving their feet in a very detailed 
and choreographed fashion.   

 
 

 
 
 Soon my nervousness seemed to fade away I joined in the samba with 

everyone else. People all around me wore their pink and green samba school colors with 
pride. One man waved their schools flag above the sea of dancing people.  Others were 
chanting different phrases praising their samba school. It truly is a time for citizens to 
take pride in being Brazilian and credit their wonderful country.  

Carnival has now become a show in which everyone participates. It has a popular 
basis which incorporates every household in some way. It is an enormous production that 
takes many months to make. Preparation for carnival has become a form of enjoyment for 
the people of Brazil. They have fun carving every intricate detail on the floats and sewing 
on colorful rhinestones to their barely-there costumes. Creating these parades really is an 
art manifested into an ongoing tradition.  Carnival has now become an integrated part of 
the Brazilian culture. All the citizens help out whether they are building floats, making 
costumes, creating new samba steps, playing instruments, or just joining in the festivities. 
Everyone wants a chance to see this amazing production in Brazil, and not to mention 
join in the fun!  
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